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                                                                      By FRANK RICHARDS

                                 
   THE FIRST CHAPTER. 


                            Billy Bunter Surprises the Hikers ! 

 “MY turn !” said Billy Bunter.
  “Eh!”
  “What?” 
  “Hand it over !” said BiIly Bunter. 
  Six juniors of the Greyfriars Remove stopped and stared at Billy Bunter as if they could not believe their ears—as indeed they hardly could ! 
  Bunter had astonished the Greyfriars hikers. 
  It was hot that morning. The Sussex lanes seemed to be baking. Even Hurree Jamset Ram Singh admitted it was a little warm. Even Lord Mauleverer did not look quite so cool and fresh as was his wont. Harry Wharton & Co. were quite pink—Bob Cherry, in fact, almost as red as a beetroot. Billy Bunter, of course, was crimson, perspiring, and panting. Twenty times at least he had told the hikers that he was tired. Twenty times they had replied that he could take a rest if he liked—while they went on hiking! It really seemed as if the chums of the Remove would not have minded had Billy Bunter dropped behind and stayed there!  Bob Cherry had the packed tent on his back, the heaviest article that the schoolboy hikers had to carry. It was not really very heavy, and it folded into quite manageable proportions. But on a hot morning there was quite enough of it. 
  Billy Bunter carried nothing except his own considerable weight. That was Bunter’s little way which did not endear him to the other hikers. Bunter had reduced work-dodging almost to a science. 
  So when Bunter announced that it was his turn to carry the tent, and demanded that the same should be handed over to him, the Greyfriars fellows had to doubt the evidence of their ears. 
  They just blinked at Bunter! 
  “Is that a joke?” inquired Bob Cherry at last. 
  “Oh, really, Cherry  —”
  “It’s your turn,” said Johnny Bull. 
  “It’s been your turn for a good many days, you fat spoofer! But you’ve never taken your turn, and you never will! What are you getting at?” 
  “Oh, really, Bull  —”
  “Come on !” said Harry Wharton. “We’re hiking, you know—no time to stand round listening to Bunter’s jokes !” 
  “I’m not joking!  ” hooted Bunter. “You fellows keep on saying that I never take my turn with the baggage ! You said so only five minutes ago, Nugent!  You needn’t deny it.” 
  “I jolly well did!” grinned Frank Nugent. “And I’ll say it again if you like!  You never take your turn, you fat, spooling slacker.” 
  “The neverfulness is terrific!  ” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Well, now I’m offering to take my turn!  ” said Bunter, blinking at the hikers through his big spectacles.  “Hand it over, Cherry! It’s nothing, really, to an athletic fellow like me.” 
  “Oh crumbs !” gasped Bob. 
  “The fact is, it’s rather sickening to see you gasping and grunting along under a pack that would be as light as a feather to me !”  said Bunter. “Hand it over, for goodness’ sake! ” 
  Bob Cherry glared at the fat Owl of the Remove. He was warm, and he was feeling the pack unusually heavy. But he was not gasping or grunting. Bunter had been doing all the gasping and grunting since the Greyfriars hikers had broken camp that morning. Bunter did enough for seven. 
  “He doesn’t mean it,” said Bob. “He’s trying to pull our leg somehow. But he’s jolly well going to carry it now!  I’ll kick him if he doesn’t!  It’s time the fat slacker did his bit, and he’s jolly weIl going to !” 
  “Hear, hear !” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry! I’ve asked you twice to hand it over ! You won’t see me staggering under it!  ” added Bunter scornfully. 
  “Who’s staggering under it ? ”  roared Bob. 
  “You are, old chap. You look as if you were trying to shut yourself up like a penknife !” said Bunter agreeably. “Every minute I expect to see you nose dive ! You’re not strong, poor old chap! ”  
  Bob Cherry breathed hard and deep. He was the heftiest member of the Famous Five of Greyfriars—all sturdy and fit. Bunter was not exactly hefty; and he was incurably lazy and slack. So this sort of talk from Bunter was rather hard to bear with patience. 
  However, Bob restrained his natural desire to kick that agreeable member of the Greyfriars hiking party. He unslung his pack. He did not believe, any more than the other fellows did, that Billy Bunter really intended to carry it. There was a catch in it somewhere!  But he had a deadly determination that the fat Owl should make his words good! 
  “Well, here you are.” said Bob. “Mind, you don’t mean it, but I mean it! You drop this pack, and I’ll kick you till you sling it on again!  You’re going to carry it now till we halt!  ” 
  “That’s what I want!  ” said Bunter calmly. “Nothing to me, old chap. What you want is a little muscle.” 
   “Oh gad! ” murmured Lord Mauleverer, gazing at the fat Owl in wonder. His lordship was undoubtedly lazy, but he never dreamed of dodging his share of the baggage. Bunter, on the other hand, objected to carrying so much as a tin cup. “Looks to me, dear old fat bean, as if this little joke of yours is goin’ to turn out seriously ! You’ve got to carry it now !” 
  “It’s not a joke, you ass! I mean it !” 
  “Well, I mean it, anyhow!  ” said Bob Cherry grimly. “Stack it on !”
Harry Wharton & Co. watched Bunter stack it on. 
  Apparently the fat junior, for some unknown and inexplicable reason, was in earnest. 
  They fully expected him to make some excuse, at the last moment, for not making his words good. Instead of which, Billy Bunter slung on the pack in the most businesslike manner. 
  It is said that a leopard cannot change its spots, nor an Ethiopian his skin ! But it was a still more startling change if William George Bunter was playing up and taking his share of the work. 
  And it looked like it!  With Bob’s pack on his fat back, Bunter re-started after the interval. He plugged along perspiring. 
  “We’re dreaming this, I think I” said Harry Wharton at last. 
  “The dreamfulness certainly seems terrific! ” agreed Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Like some more to carry, Bunter?” asked Johnny Bull sarcastically. 
  Bunter blinked at him. 
  “I don’t mind, he answered. “You look as if you’re going to drop, poor old fellow ! Give me your pack, too, if you like.” 
  “Wha-a-t!” gasped Johnny. 
  “Stick it on, ‘ said Bunter cheerfully. “The fact is, I hate to see you follows staggering along under a few things. I’d rather carry the lot myself. Stick it on.” 
  “Who’s staggering along?” shrieked Johnny. 
  “The lot of you! Never see such a staggering crew! Look here, stick your bag on my bag; I shan’t notice its weight!  I m not feeble!” 
  “Well, my only hat!  ” said Harry Wharton blankly. 
  Bunter was astonishing the hikers more and more. Now that he had changed, he seemed to have changed with a vengeance!  Unless he was doing it for the sheer pleasure of jeering at the other fellows, it was difficult to guess what he was doing it for. 
  Johnny Bull, with a quite ferocious expression, unslung his pack. He was carrying the oil-stove and the cooking utensils, not a great weight, but enough to make a fellow pleased to part with it. Bunter was not going to jeer for nothing. Like Bob, Johnny was determined to make the fat Owl make his words good. 
  He stacked it on the pack already on Bunter’s fat back, and fastened it there. Bunter made no objection. He seemed glad to get it. 
  “Is it on?” he asked. 
  “Yes !” snorted Johnny. 
  “I don’t feel the weight.” 
  “You will!  ” grinned Nugent. 
  “Hardly, old fellow!  Nothing to me ! Now put it on a bit.” said Bunter cheerfully. “Hiking doesn’t mean crawling along like a lot of slugs!  Make a bit of an effort I You can’t walk much, but you can walk faster than a set of snails, I suppose. It makes me tired to see you crawl! ” 
  It was the climax of astonishment ! Not only had Billy Bunter claimed twice as .much baggage as any other fellow in the hiking party, but he urged speed also.  Hitherto, the hikers had had to accommodate their pace to Bunter’s weary crawl. They were quite pleased to put it on a little. And they did. Taking Bunter at his word once more, the Famous Five and Lord Mauleverer swung onward, with the natural consequence that the burdened Bunter dropped behind. 
  As they swung round the corner of a lane, Bunter halted. 
  He grinned. 
  No doubt the hikers expected Bunter to come rolling round that corner after them. If so, that expectation was doomed to disappointment. 
  Bunter stood still, mopping his fat brow, and listened to the footsteps that died away past the corner. 
  Then he turned from the road and made for a gap in the hedge. 
  There was a field on the other side, with a haystack in it. Bunter rolled on round the haystack. It was an unfinished stack, and there were gaps in it on the farther side. In one of them Bunter settled down comfortably on a bed of hay, with hay screening him and his discarded burden from sight. 
  He grinned cheerfully as he settled down. He was getting, at last, the rest he so sorely needed. The hikers might have hiked on and left the lazy fat Owl to hia own devices. But they were not likely to hike on and leave the tent and the stove and the cooking outfit. 
  They wanted them, if they did not want Bunter. Which was the explanation of Billy Bunter’s astonishing offer to carry his share of the baggage for once. 

                               THE SECOND CHAPTER. 

                                           Snatched ! 

HARRY WHARTON & CO. swung on cheerily. 
  It was quite a relief to lose the company of Billy Bunter, 
and to hear no longer his incessant grousing about the heat and the flies, and the fatigue that worried his little fat legs. Bob Cherry remarked that all that a hike needed to make it a success was for Billy Bunter to be left out of it—a sentiment to which his comrades heartily subscribed. 
  Grassy meadow and rolling down, bright blue sky and shady woods, were pleasant to look upon. For a good many days now, the Greyfriars fellows had been hiking, and they had enjoyed every day, in one way or another, taking the rough with the smooth, as a true hiker should do. 
  There was really only one fly in the ointment—a very fat fly. But for the moment, at least, they enjoyed Billy Bunter’s absence. As he knew the route of the morning’s march, and knew that they were to camp for noon at Little Puddleton, there was no danger of his missing them when he followed on, and it had not yet occurred to them that he was not following on. They supposed that the fat Owl was plugging along behind, and so far did not suspect that he was fast asleep on the shady side of a haystack. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” ejaculated Bob suddenly. 
  There was a zip of a car in the lane behind, and glancing round at it, Bob recognised a green Austin. It was driven by a chauffeur, and three schoolboys sat in it—Ponsonby. Gadsby, and Monson, of Highcliffe School. 
  “Those rotters again !” grunted Johnny Bull. 
  “They’ve found us once more!” said Harry Wharton, laughing. 
  Ponsonby, in the car, pointed out the hikers ahead to his friends, and Gadsby and Monson stared round at them. The lane was rather narrow, and Harry Wharton & Co. drew to the grass at the side to let the car pass. It was some days since they had seen Pon & Co.; they had followed the winding ways across country, and the Highcliffians had probably lost their track, but here they were again; evidently sticking to the trail of the Greyfriars hikers. The six juniors smiled as the car came up. Bob Cherry opened his rucsack, took out a rather battered copy of the Holiday Annual, and waved it to Ponsonby. And his comrades chuckled. 
  Pon spoke a word to his driver, and the car slowed down. It stopped close by the group of hikers. 
  “Arc you the Greyfriars lot?” asked Ponsonby, staring at them. 
  “Don’t you know us again?” grunted Johnny Bull. 
  “How’s a fellow to know you unless you wash?” asked Pon. Whereat Gadaby and Monson chuckled. 
  “You cheeky ass !” roared Johnny Bull. 
  “The cheekfulness of the esteemed ass is terrific.” 
  “Oh, there’s the nigger.” said Pon. “It’s the Greyfriars lot all right, though a fellow could hardly pick them out from any other set of tramps!” 
  “Do you want to be hooked out of that car and bumped in the road, Ponsonby?” asked Harry Wharton. “If not, you’d better get on your way.” 
  The hikers were dusty, as was natural after a march in the country lanes. But Pon’s remarks were really quite uncalled for. It was like Pon to make himself as unpleasant as possible. 
  “Are you still after this Holiday Annual?” asked Bob, holding it up to view. “Looking for a chance to pinch it, as you did before? Does it interest you to know that we’ve found out why you’re after it?” 
  Ponsonby started. 
  “What do you mean?” he snapped. 
  Ponsonby’s eyes glinted eagerly at the Holiday Annual. He had reasons— strong reasons—for wanting to lay his hands on that book. But he had not been aware, so far, that the Greyfriars fellows had “tumbled” to his reasons. His look was very startled. 
  “Oh, we know all about it now !” grinned Bob. “We know why you bagged it from Bunter, that day on Courtfield Common before the hols; and why you tried to keep it, you rotter ! You know that that smash-and- grab man, Micky the Sprat, had hold of it, and think that he put a message in it for his pal Smith. Isn’t that it?” 
  “Oh gum !” exclaimed Gadsby. “They know!” 
   “The knowfulness is terrific !” chuckled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Shut up, Gaddy, you fool !” breathed Pon. 
  “Well, they know !” said Monson. “They were bound to tumble sooner or later. May as well chuck it, Pon.” 
  “Shut up fathead !” 
  Ponsonby’s eyes glinted at Bob Cherry.  He seemed hardly able to restrain himself from snatching at the Holiday Annual, which Bob held temptingly almost within reach. 
  “ What do you mean, Cherry ?” asked Ponsonby through his set lips. “I know nothin’ of any message written in the book.” 
  “You weren’t spying when Bunter met that smash-and-grab man in the wood near Greyfriars, at the end of the term ?” grinned Bob. “You didn’t bear him bamboozling that fat duffer into taking a message to his pal at Lantham?  You didn’t guess that he’d sneaked a message into this book without Bunter knowing, telling the other rogue where to find the loot he’d hidden somewhere?” 
  Ponsonby gritted his teeth. 
  “That isn’t why you snaffled the book from Bunter and took it to Highcliffe, and held the pages to the fire in your study?” continued Bob, in the same bantering tone.  “You weren’t trying to spot invisible ink?” 
  Pon made no reply to that. His face was almost pale with rage as he realised that the Greyfriars juniors knew his whole game. 
  “And you haven’t been trying to pinch the book since, to get hold of the message you fancy is in it?” grinned Bob. “Not much good telling lies about it, old bean; you see, we’ve tumbled to the whole thing. And we know what you’re after, too—we’ve seen in the papers that there’s a reward of fifty pounds offered for finding the stuff that smash-and-grab man got away from old Lazarus’ shop in Courtfield. That’s what you’re after.” 
  “What a sell !” said Gadsby, with a whistle. “Lot of good trackin’ those rotters for nearly a week, Pon, to find this out at the finish.” 
“Fat lot of good !” grunted Monson “I said they’d tumble to it sooner or later, Pon!  You know I did !” 
  “Only,” chuckled Bob Cherry, “there isn’t any invisible ink writing in the jolly old book at all, Pon ! Were held every jolly old page to the stove, one time or another, and there isn’t a sign of it! You were on the wrong scent, old bean, all the time!  Nothing doing.” 
  Ponsonby started again. 
  “You haven’t found the smash-and. grab man’s message in it?” he   exclaimed. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” roared Bob. “So you admit that that was what you were after? No! We haven’t found it—it’s not there ! You were just a little bit too jolly clever!” 
  “You’ve looked for it?” said Pon, unheeding. 
  “Every jolly old page. You’ve had all your trouble for nothing, and you may as well chuck following us up hill and down dale 1” chuckled Bob.
  The hikers laughed. They knew that Ponsonby believed that that Holiday Annual contained a hidden message from Micky the Sprat, who had robbed Mr. Lazarus’ shop at Courtfield. They knew he believed that the message told where he had hidden his plunder before he was arrested. They knew that he hoped to spot that message and get hold of the hidden plunder, and claim the £50 reward for finding it. They knew, too, that as no writing was to be found in the book, he believed that Micky the Sprat had used invisible ink; he had scorched many pages, holding them to the, fire to bring the ink to light. And they had taken that tip from Pon, and subjected every page in the book to the same test., discovering nothing! It was quite amusing to tell Pon that they knew all about it, and that there was nothing in it. 
  Pon sat silent in the car, biting his lips. Evidently he had not expected the Greyfriars fellows to “ tumble, “ and he was disconcerted to find that they knew it all. Gadsby and Monson were shrugging their shoulders. 
  Pon spoke at last. 
  “Well, you seem to know all about it.” he said. “You’ve tested the whole book for invisible writing, and found nothing?” 
   “Nothing !” grinned Bob. 
  “Well, in that case, keep the book and be jiggered !” said the dandy of Highcliffe. “ If I was on the wrong track, it’s no use to me. Get on, Jervis.” 
  “Yes, sir !” said the chauffeur. 
  The car started . 
  As it started, Pon leaned out suddenly and made a sudden, swift snatch at the volume in Bob’s hand. 
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His last words had been intended to put Bob off his guard; and they had effected their object. Pon’s snatch jerked the Holiday Annual away, and he tossed it into the car. At the same moment the green Austin shot onwards, leaving the hikers staring, and Bob Cherry crimson with rage. He made a fierce jump after the car; and Ponsonby  waved a mocking hand at him and laughed as it shot away. 
  “Why, I—I—I’ll —”  “ gasped Bob, almost speechless with wrath. “He—he —he’s grabbed my book—I—I—I’ll —”  
  “What the thump does he want it for now?” said Nugent in wonder.   “Now that we’ve told him there’s nothing in it —”
  “Pon still believes that there’s somethin’.” drawled Lord Mauleverer, “and I’ve got a sort of opinion that Pon’s right. It’s not invisible ink, as he fancied—he knows that now. But— “
  “I’ll smash him!  ” roared Bob. “I don’t care whether there’s anything in the book or not—it’s mine, and that pinching rotter isn’t going to snaffle it. I tell you I’ll smash him into little pieces !”

  “He’s gone!  ” said Nugent, staring down the lane after the car. It turnet a bend of the lane and vanished from sight. 
  “Get after him snorted Bob. 
  “My dear chap—on foot——” 
  “I’m going!  ”  
  And Bob went—at a rapid run! And the other fellows followed at a trot; though certainly without the remotest expectation of getting hold of Cecil Ponsonby of the Fourth Form at Highchiffe. 


                             THE THIRD CHAPTER. 


                                       Unexpected ! 


PONSONBY sat and grinned. 
  On the floor of the car at his feet lay the disputed Holiday Annual—Pon’s at last ! The Greyfriars hikers had dropped out of sight behind in the winding Sussex lane. Whether they were following him or not, Pon did not care a straw. The heftiest hiker was not likely to overtake a motor-car!  Ponsonby grinned with triumph. 
  Gadsby and Monson, however, stared at him blankly. They had been as surprised as the hikers by Pon’s sudden and unexpected snatch. 
  “What the thump’s this game?” demanded Gadsby. 
  “Off your chump?” asked Monson. 
  Ponsonby chuckled. 
  “We’ve got it!  ” he answered. 
  “And what’s the good of it now that we’ve got it? ” demanded Gadsby. “You heard those fellows say they’ve searched it for invisible writing!  Think they’d have missed it if there was any ? ”
  “Hardly! ”
  “It’s as plain as daylight that you were barkin’ up the wrong tree. There’s nothin’ in it!  ” said Monson. “ The smash-and-grab man never put any dashed message in the book as he fancied,” 
  “ He did ! I was watchin’ him.” said Pon coolly. “He was foolin’ that benighted ass Bunter into takin’ a message to his confederate. He put it in that Holiday Annual that Bunter had borrowed from Cherry. As I couldn’t find any writing, I thought of invisible ink, of course. But if it  isn’t that, it’s somethin’ else. The message is there I” 
  “You still believe that? ”  exclaimed Gadsby. 
  “ I know it! ” answered Pon coolly. 
  “But what —how—” 
  “That’s what we’re goin’ to find out! Lots of time, now we’ve got hold of the giddy volume ! We’ll do sixty before we stop, and I fancy those bikin’ hooligans won’t see us again!  ” chuckled Ponsonby. “ Then we’ll root through the book, an’ find out what they hadn’t gumption enough to spot, and then we’ll jolly well hit for Kent, pick up the hidden plunder, walk it along to the police station at Courtfield, and claim the fifty pounds’ reward I It’s all cut and dried now!  ”
  Pon, evidently, had no doubts. Gadsby and Monson looked rather dubious, however. 
  “How the thump could there be a message in the book if a fellow searchin’ it can t find it? ”  demanded Monson. 
  Ponsonby shrugged his shoulders contemptuously. 
  “You’re a silly ass, Monson!  ” he said. “ And you’re another, Gaddy!  Lots of secret ways of makin’ up a message— known to crooks like that rotter who smashed-and-grabbed at Courtfield. Of course, they have secret ways of tipping one another —the man wouldn’t be likely to write in plain English in the circumstances. It’s in the book somewhere and somehow, and I’m goin’ to spot it, if I have to sit up with a wet towel round my head, by gum!  But we’ll do sixty first—an’ keep clear of those Greyfriars cads. I’ll send Cherry his book back by post, with my kind regards when I’m done with it. Put it on Jervis! 
  Instead of putting it on, however, Jervis, the chauffeur, jammed on his brakes, Ponsonby stared round angrily. It was only prudent to put a  good distance between himself and the Greyfriars hikers—after an action which amounted to robbery on the King’s highway. But there was, so to speak, a lion in the path. It is the unexpected that often happens, and it happened now. Jervis braked only in time, and the car came to a halt before an obstruction in the road. 
  Pon & Co. stared at that obstruction in blank amazement. Across the lane lay the trunk of a tree, roots in the ditch on one side ; branches jamming into the hedge on the other. It was not a fallen tree fallen by accident; obviously it had been placed there deliberately to block the road. And such a thing on a peaceful highway in the well-ordered kingdom of Great Britain was absolutely astounding. In the great United States of America it would not have been very surprising ; and hold-up men might have been expected to jump into view and surround the car, with a request for hands to be put up!  But in England it was amazing! 
  “What the jolly old dickens —”  exclaimed Gadsby 
  “What silly idiot —”  snarled Ponsonby. 
  A man was sitting on the tree-trunk. He was a stout man, dressed like a farmer, with a cheery, ruddy face. He rose and glanced at the fellows in the halted car. 
  “Sorry, gentlemen ! ”  he said politely.
   “Look here, what does this mean?” exclaimed Ponsonby savagely. “What the dooce do you mean by blockin’ the road like this?” 
  “We’re in a hurry!  ” added Gadsby. “Look here, that tree will have to be moved, see? We’ve got to get by!  ” 
  “I fancy it would take a good many hands to move it.” said the farmer with a cheery grin. “It’s all right—it will be shifted before dark. I’m staying here to see that there’s no accidents.” 
  “But what does it mean?” yelled Ponsonby. “We’ve got to pass!  ” 
  “Sorry—the road’s stopped !”  exclaimed the farmer. “No car’s allowed to get through to Little Piddleton to-day!  ” 
  “Bother Little Puddleton’ I’ve never heard of the place ! How dare you block the public road? It’s against the law!  ”  
  “I’m feared it is,” said the farmer with a grave nod, “but that’s neither here nor there, young gentlemen. I’m sorry to give you trouble; but you’ll have to turn back. You can get round by turning a mile back—it won’t take a lot of time in a car !” 
  That was true enough; but less than s mile back were the Greyfriars hikers!  If Ponsonby turned back, he was likely to find trouble before be found the turning. 
  “But what does it mean?” howled Gadiby, 
  “There’s a tithe sale at Puddleton Farm to-day,” explained the farmer. “Jonas, the auctioneer from Chupham. is expected in his car!   He ain’t getting there, see?” 
  “Oh, my hat!  ”
  Through the newspapers, Pon & Co. had vaguely heard of the “Tithe War,” raging in various parts of rural England. They had not expected to drop on that “war” in this way, and at such a very unfortunate moment. They had heard of auctioneers attempting to hold sales of farmers’ stock for tithes being chased, and ducked in ponds. Evidently the “war” was going on in the Little Puddleton front; and Mr. Jones of Chupham was doubtless booked for an exciting tie if he turned up for the sale at Puddleton’ 
  “But you can’t do this! ”  howled Ponsonby in great excitement. “It’s against the law I tell you!  ” Which was rather cool of Pon, considering how he had obtained possession of the Holiday Annual with which he was so anxious to escape. 
  “Sorry, gentlemen!  ” said the farmer, still polite. “But it won’t take you long to go round a mile or two in your car. This is a serious matter to us; the farmers are up for miles round to atop the sale at Puddleton. We ain’t seeing old Willyum Waggs sold up in his old age!  No, sir !” 
  “Bother William Waggs!  ” howled Ponsonby. “Blow William Waggs!  Look here, you’ve got to let my car go by, you silly old idiot !” 
  The stout farmer looked at Ponsonby gravely and quietly. 
  “You’re a schoolboy, I take it, sir?” he asked, 
  “Eh? Yes” 
  “Do they thrash you at your school ?” 
  “Eh!  No ! What do you mean? ”
  “Ah!  ” said the farmer. “They should!  It would do you good!  I’l tell you what, sir! You call me any more names, and I’ll thrash you myself.” 
  Ponsonby did not call the farmer any more names. 
  The stout gentleman returned to his seat on the horizontal bench. Pon & Co. looked at one another. Pon was white with rage. For the rights and wrongs of the “tithe war” he cared nothing. But he cared a great deal about whether he escaped with the Holiday Annual he had snatched from Bob Cherry. 
  “Well, we can’t get through!” said Gadsby, at last. “We’ve got to get back and take another turnin’, old bean. After all, those cads won’t dare to try to stop a car! ”
  “They couldn’t !”  said Monson. 
  “There’s gates on this lane.” snarled Ponsonby. “The minute they see us comin’, ten to one they’ll shut a gate.” 
  “Well, we’ve got to chance it! Go all out and trust to luck!  ” said Gadsby. “Anyhow, I suppose you’re not thinkin’ of liftin’ the car over that dashed tree? If we wait here they’ll come up and find us at a halt.” 
  Ponsonby gritted his teeth. 
  But there was evidently no help for it. He snarled to Jervis, who backed and turned the car. The farmer, sitting stolidly on the felled tree, watched them depart. The green Austin flew away in a cloud of dust; and Pon & Co., as they whizzed back the way they had come, watched the road anxiously for the Greyfriars hikers. 

                THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

                        Six for Three! 


“BOB, you ass—” 
  “Rats!” 
  “Chuck it, fathead!  ” 
  “Rot !” 
  “The chuckfulness is the proper caper!” gasped Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.  “Listen to the voice of ridiculous reason, my esteemed and idiotic Bob. ”
  Bob Cherry unwillingly slowed down.
  Seldom was Bob in an angry temper.  But he was now intensely angry and exasperated.  The cool cheek of ponsonby in snatching his book hand making off with it under his eyes made him wild with wrath.
  But wildly wrathy as he was, he had to realise that a fellow on foot had no chance whatever of overtaking a motor-car in flight.
  “For goodness’ sake, let’s get a rest! ” grunted Johnny Bull.  “Where the thump is the sense of fagging along in a hot sun, racing with a motor-car!”
  “He might have stopped —” growled  Bob.
  “Catch him stopping —he knows we’d be after him.  I dare say he’s ten or twelve miles away by this time.  ” grunted Johnny, mopping his perspiring brow.  “Blow him, anyhow!  I’m going to sit on this gate and rest .”
  “Same here! ” said Nugent.
  “The samefulness is terrific! ”
  “Yaas, not a bad idea!  ” drawled Lord Mauleverer.  And Mauly was first on the gate.
  “The juniors had passed two or three gates on that winding Sussex lane, all of them fastened open for the traffic.  They were only closed when cattle were in the unfenced land adjoining —and then carts and cars had to halt and open them for passage.  This particular gate was hooked back to an oak tree by the roadside; and five of the hikers sat in a row on the top bar, glad of a rest.  Bob cherry stood in the middle of the lane staring in the direction of little Puddleton, out of sight behind meadows and woodland; the direction Pon had taken in the car.  Pon and Co.  had long been out of sight, and even had to admit that there was a slight chance of seeing them again.  Now that Pon had what he wanted he was likely to clear out of Sussex as fast as his car could carry him.  It was intensely and bitterly exasperating to be flouted and defeated like this by a fellow he disliked and despised.
  “if one of these gates had happened to be shut —” said Bob.
  “But it didn’t happen! ” remarked Johnny Bull.
  “I know of that, ass!  I said if it did!” grunted Bob, his temper evidently considerably ruffled.
  “If  ’if’ s and ’an’s were pots and pans —” said Johnny.
  “Oh, don’t be an ass!  ”
  “it is true that the esteemed proverb remarks that if the if-fullness and the an-fullness were the potfulness and the panfulness, there would be no work for esteemed and ridiculous tinkers. ” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.  “Neverthelessfully, speech is silvery and silence is the cracked pitcher that goes longest to the well, my esteemed Johnny .”
  Bob Cherry grinned.  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh’s edition of those proverbs seemed to have the effect of restoring his good humour.
  “Well, I suppose we shan’t catch him.” he said.  “We’ll jolly well thrash him next term, anyhow .”
  “Hear, hear!  ” agreed Harry Wharton.
  “Only, he’s got my book.” said Bob.  “Just cheek, I suppose, when he admitted himself that he was on a false scent and there was nothing in it.” He glanced at Lord Mauleverer.  “You still think there’s something in it? ”
  “Yaas! ” he answered.
  “That makes it all the more rotten!  To think of that cheeky cad getting hold of it! ” Bob clenched his hands again.  “If there’s really a clue in that book to Micky the Sprat’s loot, it ought to be handed over to the police at once.  Pon doesn’t mean to do that. ”
  “No fear!  ”
  “How long are we going to stick here?  ” asked Bob restively.  But
  “Well, we might as well give Bunter a chance to come up  —”
  “Blow Bunter! ”
  “I fancy he’s a mile behind, at least.  I —”
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” roared Bob Cherry suddenly.
  “Get off that gate!  Unhook it!  Sharp!  Quick!  Get a move on.”
  He leaped to the end of the gate, were it was fastened by a looped wire to the oak.  He grabbed the loop loose and set the gate swinging shut across the road.
  The other fellows had no time to get off.  They swung with the gate.  They clutched hold as they swayed —amid there was a roar from Johnny Bull as he tumbled off and landed in the lane.
   “Yarooh!  You potty ass —” 
  Click!  The gate shut and latched!  Johnny Bull scrambled to his feet, and four hikers scrambled off the gate.
  “You silly ass —”
  “What the thump —”
  “What the jolly old dooce —”
  “Look!” roared Bob, pointing up the road.  A green Austin car had come in sight, coming along towards the hikers at a tearing rate.
  “Pon!” yelled Nugent.
  “Coming back —”
  “We’ve got him!”
  “Asking for it, by gum!”
  Bob Cherry’s eyes danced.  Something, evidently, had stopped the Highcliffe fellows on the road and caused them to turn back.  They were coming back at the full speed of the car, whizzing almost like lightning.  On an open road the hikers would have had little chance of stopping the car.  But the shutting of the gate worked the oracle!
  At the sight of the shot gate across the road, Jervis jammed on his brakes with frantic haste.  But the green Austin was going so fast that it was hardly a yard from the gate when the chauffeur succeeded in stopping it. And the instant it stopped, the Greyfriars fellows were around it.
  Ponsonby was on his feet, his eyes gleaming with rage.  What he had feared had happened. He was in the hands of the Philistines.
  “Hands off, you tramps! ”  he yelled.
“Back the car, Jervis!  Keep it moving!  Turn round!  Hands off, you rotters! ”
  “Hands on, I fancy!  ” grinned Bob Cherry.
  He was first to clamber into the halted car.  Ponsonby met him with a fierce blow that made him blink.  But he was in the car the next moment, and Ponsonby was in his grasp.
  “Whooooop! ” yelled Pon, as he flew headlong out of the car and crashed.
  “Here, hands off!” panted Gadsby.  “We weren’t in it —I tell you we were against it —we —Yarooh!  ”
  Gadsby thudded beside Ponsonby.  Johnny Bull already had hold of Monson, and that youth, yelling, joined his companions in the dust. Jervis, the chauffeur price, jumped out of his seat, apparently to go to their aid; but he backed away from the hikers as they turned on him
  “You’d better keep clear, my man! ” said Harry Wharton.  “You’ll get damaged if you chip in!  You saw that cur Ponsonby steal a book from us —stand back and mind your own business. ”
  “Jarvis!” yelled Ponsonby, sitting up.  “Lend a hand, you fool  —help me, or you’re sacked!  Do you hear? ”
  Bob Cherry picked up his Holiday Annual and jumped out of the car with it.  The other hikers surrounded Pon and Co.  and dragged them to their feet.  They began to struggle, and Jervis, though evidently not very willingly, came to their aid.
  But it booted not.  Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull grabbed the chauffeur and pitched him headlong into the car.
  “Stay there, or you’ll get damaged!” said Bob.
  Jarvis was feeling rather damaged already. And he stayed there.
  “Look here, hands off!” mumbled Gadsby. “You’ve got your dashed book back.  Now hands off, and let us go !”
  “You’re going to have a lesson first. ” said bob cherry grimly.  “I could have you run in for pinching my book, I should jolly well know.  You’re going to learn to keep your hands from picking and stealing.”
  “Let go!” yelled Ponsonby, struggling.
  “Heave him over.” said Bob.  “I’m going to give him six.  I haven’t a stick handy, but the Holiday Annual will do.”
  “”Ha, ha, ha! ”
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Ponsonby, struggling and kicking, was turned over his face, in the grasp of Wharton and Nugent.  The other hikers took care of Gadsby and Monson, who had ceased to resist, and looked on, apprehensive of their own turn to come.  Jarvis, in a breathless state, blinked from the car, but without thinking of interfering further.
  Taking the holiday annual, Bob Cherry proceeded to hand out “ six” to Cecil Ponsonby.
  Whack, whack, whack!  
  “Yow-ow-ow !” shrieked Ponsonby, wriggling wildly.  “Oh, you rotter!  Ow!”
  Whack, whack!
  “Whoooop! Help!  Oh gad!  Ow!” 
  Whack!
  The last whack nearly split the covers of the Holiday Annual.  It elicited a frantic yell from Ponsonby.
  “Yarooooooh!”
  “That’s enough for Pon.” said Bob cheerily.  “Chuck him into the ditch!”
  “”Ha, ha, ha!”
  Wharton and Nugent heaved Pon into the ditch.  Fortunately for him, it was dry.  But there were nettles in it, which the hikers had not noticed.  Pon notice them at once.  He rolled and roared.
  “Now, Gadsby —”
  “Look here,” gasped Gadsby.  “I tell you— Leggo ! Hands off! Oh, my hat ! Oh crikey! Yow-ow-ow-ow-ow !” Six whacks with the Holiday Annual were duly administered to Gadsby. Then he joined Ponsonby in the ditch. 
“Your turn, Monson !” 
  “I say— Yow-ow-ow! You rotters! Oh crumbs! ” Monson was up-ended, and he wriggled and roared under six hefty whacks. Then he, too, joined his leader among the nettles. 
  Three groaning Highcliffians crawled out of the ditch. Without a word to the Greyfriars fellows—though they gave them expressive looks—they packed themselves into the green Austin, the gate was opened, and Jervis drove away. 
  Bob Cherry grinned, and held up the Holiday Annual as they went. 
  “If you still want this jolly old book, Pon, you can try again !” he bawled. 
  Pon’s answer was a savagely shaken fist. Then the car disappeared up the road, and the Highcliffians were gone. 


                THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 


               On the Little Piddleton Front ! 

BOB CHERRY packed that much-disputed Holiday Annual into his rucsack, slung it on his back, and smiled cheerily. 
  “Getting on?” he asked. 
  “Getting back I think.” said Harry. “We’d better find Bunter before we go on any farther. He may have fallen dead under his load.” 
  “The fat idiot has had plenty of time to catch us up.” said Johnny Bull, staring back along the lane.  Press “Where the dickens is he?” 
“Stopping for a rest, most likely. He would need it, with all he had to carry.”  
  “Get on, and leave him to it! ” growled Johnny Bull. “I’m fed-up with hanging about for Bunter! ” 
  Harry Wharton laughed. 
  “We might get on and leave him to it, but we can’t leave the tent and the cooking outfit, fathead !” 
  “Oh gad! ” ejaculated Lord Mauleverer. ‘That’s why.| 
  “That’s why what, ass?” 
  His lordship chuckled. 
  “That’s why Bunter offered to carry the baggage. He knew that we couldn’t leave the campin’ outfit behind.” 
  “Oh, the fat rotter !” exclaimed Bob Cherry. “That was it, of course. That’s why,” 
  “The whyfulness is terrific I” chuckled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “We have been donefully diddled by the esteemed fat Bunter.” 
  “Why, I dare say he stopped the minute we were out of sight,” exclaimed Nugent. “Not much good waiting for him to come up. We shall have to go back.” 
  The hikers looked at one another. Now that they had guessed the astute dodge of the Owl of the Remove, there was no doubt about it. Certainly, it was no use waiting for Bunter to come up. The delay caused by the Highclifflsns had given him plenty of time to come up if he had wanted to. Evidently he was not coming up. There was no sign of him on the road. 
  “The fat villain !” said Harry. “Pulling our leg, of course. I’ll bet he chucked down the baggage and sat on it the minute we lost sight of him. Come on, we’ve got to go back for the fat blighter.’ 
And the hikers started on their return journey. The green Austin had long vanished. But as they hiked along the lane, returning towards the spot where they had left Bunter a mile back, a Ford car come along. It was driven by a fat man with gold-rimmed glasses perched on a beaky nose, and a police- constable sat by his side in the car—a plump, ruddy-cheeked country police-man. There was a hint of a cheery grin on the policeman’s ruddy face, but the beaky man who was driving had a set and serious expression. Glancing at the hikers in the lane, he drew the car to a hals and called to them. Harry Wharton went up to the car, wondering what was wanted.
   “You’ve just come from Little Puddleton?” asked the fat man. 
  “No. We hadn’t got so far when we turned back,” answered Harry. 
  The fat man gave a grunt. Apparently he was anxious for news about Little Puddleton. 
  “Have you seen anybody on the road?| he asked.         
  “Some schoolboys—”
  “I mean farmers, or farmers’ men.” 
  “No” answered Harry. Ponsonby could have answered the question in the affirmative had he been there. But the hikers had not gone within sight of the felled tree and the gentleman sitting on it. 
  “You’re sure of that?” asked the beaky man, blinking at Wharton through his gold-rimmed glasses in a suspicious way.
  “Quite.” answered Harry.
  “The road’s not blocked—carts up-ended, or home where home is all anything?”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             As far as the memories and is home is OK and has home was and how to survive and home home in a tussle for first lesson to them and home where “Not so far as we went,” answered Wharton, in astonishment. “Why should it be?” 
  Another grunt from the fat man.
   “Mr. Jonas is the Chupham auctioneer, sir.” said the ruddy constable, weighing in to explain. “There’s a tithe sale at Wagg’s Farm at Little Puddleton to-day. There’s a lot of excitement. If you’ve seen anything of the road being blocked, it’s your duty to tell me as an officer of the law.”
  “Oh, certainly !” said Harry. “But we’ve seen nothing. Hold on, though,” he added, remembering Pon & Co.’s inexplicable return into the hands of the hikers. I fancy the road may be blocked farther on. Some fellows who went that way in a car had to turn 
back. I wondered why they turned back. That may be it.” 
  The fat man grunted again.
 “Looks like it, constable.” he said. 
“You’re sure about a car having been turned back, young man?” 
  “Quite,” said Harry. “And I know the fellows in it wouldn’t have turned back if they could have helped it. They were very anxious to get on.” 
  “That makes it pretty clear,” grunted Mr. Jonas. “We’d better try the other road.” 
  He backed and turned the car and shot away by a turning. The Ford was out of sight in a couple of minutes, and the hikers resumed their way. 
  “We seem to have landed in some jolly old excitement,” said Bob Cherry, with a whistle. “Must be rather serious if an auctioneer has to take a 
bobby with him to a sale. Not the sort of thing one likes to see happening in England. Law and order’s our long suit in this country.” 
  “What’s it all about?” asked Nugent. 
  “Blessed if I know. Farmers don’t like paying tithes” said Bob. “I suppose it’s the hard times. But where’s that fat villain Bunter?” 
  The hikers were in sight of the spot where they bad parted from Billy Bunter that morning. They knew it by a haystack standing at a little distance off the road. But there was no sign of the fat Owl. Obviously he had not followed on, or they would have met him. But if he was taking a rest it was not in the lane, for he was not to be seen. 
  “Bunter! ” roared Bob Cherry. “Bunter ! Bunty! Bunt!” 
  Bob’s powerful voice rang far and wide. But it did not reach so far as the haystack in the field. Had it done so, it would have fallen upon deaf ears, as Billy Bunter was fast asleep in his bed of hay. Even had he been awake and heard, probably he would not have heeded. When Bunter wanted a rest, he wanted a rest, and that was that! 
  “Bunter! You fat scoundrel, Bunter!  ” roared Bob. 
  But answer there came none! 
  “The piffling, pie-faced, pernicious porker !” growled Bob. “We can’t go on without him, as he’s bagged our outfit. We were silly asses to be taken in. 
Fancy believing for a minute that Bunter intended to do any work.” 
  “He’s takin’ a rest somewhere,” remarked Lord Mauleverer. “Suppose we do the same?” 
  “Fathead! ” 
  “Not much good looking for him.” said Frank Nugent. “He may be behind any of the hedges for half a mile round. I suppose he will turn up for 
lunch.” 
  Johnny Bull gave a snort. 
  “There won t be any lunch till he does.” he growled. “Most of the grub was packed in my kit.” 
  “Then he won’t turn up at all.” grinned Nugent. “If he’s got grub enough to last him the day, he won’t 
do any more hiking.” 
  “Oh, the fat scoundrel—” 
  “The footling frump—” 
  “Bunter!  Bunter!  Bunt!  ” roared Bob.
  But only the echoes answered. 
  “We’ll scalp him !” said Bob. “We’ll squash him!  We’ll burst him. This is just a trick, to get a day’s slacking in instead of hiking! What the thump did be come on a hike for, if he doesn’t want to hike? Are we going to hang about all day waiting for that benighted bandersnatch to turn up?” 
  Five exasperated hikers looked at one another. Lord Mauleverer sat placidly on a fence while the Famous Five made up their minds what was to be done.  His lordship never objected to a rest. 
  “Well let’s get on to Little Puddleton, and get some lunch at the inn.” Said Harry, at last. “Bunter may come rolling in in the afternoon. If not, I suppose we shall have to come back for him again. Anyhow, we want some lunch—” 
  “We’ll burst him!  ” growled Bob. “Get off that fence, Mauly, you slacker, and come on !” 
  “Yaas, old bean !” 
  Once more the Greyfriars hikers turned, and walked once more on the way to Little Puddleton. They paised once more the gateway where the discomfiture of the Highcliffians had taken place, and kept on, and soon afterwards came in sight of the obstruction that had caused Pon & Co.’s car to turn back. The felled tree was still across the road, and the red-faced farmer sitting on it. Now, however, he was dealing with bread and cheese; someone having apparently brought him lunch. He glanced at the Greyfriars Home and home is home is home where and where his home and more.  And home where he fellows, where and they stared at him, and the tree he was sitting on. 
  “That’s why Pon turned back.” remarked Bob “Bit of luck for us— what? Hallo, halo, hallo! Any obection to a chap hopping over your jolly old tree?” 
  The farmer grinned. 
  “None at all, sir.” he answered. “It’s here to stop the auctioneer’s car from Chupham. Get over, and welcome !” 
  “ Tithe trouble—what?” asked Bob. 
  “That’s it, sir! They’re going to sell up old Willyum Waggs—leastways, they think they are. But they ain’t !” added the stout gentleman, with a solemn shake of the head. “Why, sir, there’s fifty farmers up, all round Little Puddleton and Mudford and Dusty Corner— as far as Claybank-under-Tootles. And if Mr. Jonas gets into their hands I’m sorry for him! If he don’t know yet what it’s like in a horse-pond, he will find out !” 
  “Oh, my hat!” murmured Bob. “If I was in the auctioneering line, I think I should cut out tithe sales. I should hate to find out what a horse-pond was 
like inside.” 
  The hikers clambered over the tree, and went on their way, leaving the stout gentleman sedately disposing of bread arid cheese. It was strange enough to see an elderly, grave, and evidently law-abiding man engaged in what was actually a defiance of the law. The stout gentleman was evidently convinced of the justice of his cause; but clearly there was something wrong somewhere. 
  A little later the hikers came in sight of Little Puddleton. They had expected to see a drowsy little village, half asleep in the August sunshine. Such was Little Puddleton’s usual aspect; but on this particular day there was unusual excitement, and an unusual crowd. Farmers’ gigs and traps and carts crowded the irregular street; groups of people stood about in eager talk. Horses were hitched to trees and railings. And the Barley Mow inn was almost swarming. 
  “Well, my hat !” said Bob Cherry. “We’ve dropped into a jolly old lively beehive; and the bees are a-buzzing. I wonder if we shall get any lunch!”
  “We’re seeing life in rural parts, anyhow.” said Harry. “You see a lot of things hiking that you don’t see from a car or a railway train. I suppose nine people in ten don’t know that this sort of thing is going on in England at all.” 
  “I suppose somebody’s in the right, and somebody’s in the wrong,” said Bob. ‘But which is which ? ” 
  “The whichfulness is terrific !” 
  “Goodness knows! Let’s see if we can get any lunch.” 
  On any other day the hikers would have had the Barley Mow almost to themselves. Now they found it rather difficult to get room, to get attention, and to get lunch. At last, however, a hurried and flurried, ancient waiter brought them lunch, and they sat down to a substantial meal, with a din of talk going on on all sides. If they had attended to it, no doubt they might have learned the history of the tithe war in general, and the case of William Waggs in particular. But they were hungry, and they gave their attention to their lunch. 
                                      — — 
                         THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

                                 No Sale! 
“HE’S coom !” 
  An excited man put his head into the doorway of the Barley Mow, and shouted. There was a buzz of voices, and a jumping up from chairs and benches at once. Excited men rushed out of the inn in a mob, in such a hurry that two or three chairs were overturned. 
Harry Wharton & Co. had finished their lunch, and were beginning to pay attention to the talk round about them, when the interruption came. Almost in a moment they were left alone in the Barley Mow ; only the waiter remaining, and even he gluing his ancient features to the window to see what passed in the street. From the street of Little Puddleton came a roar and a trampling of horses’ hoofs. 
  “My only hat !” ejaculated Nugent.  “What’s up now ?” 
  “Somebody’s come, that johnny called in,” said Bob. “But who the dickens is the somebody, and what has he come for?” 
  “Getting exciting.” said Johnny Bull.  “I fancy from the way those men looked that the somebody is going to get hurt.” 
  “Let’s go and see the show, anyhow.” said Bob. “ Country life is more jolly exciting than people think, if this sort of thing is truly rural.” 
  The Famous Five were all on their feet now.   Although they hardly knew what was going on in Little Puddleton, they had caught the excitement in the atmosphere of that rural spot. What had just happened at the Barley Mow, might have happened in a Wild-West town, in an alarm that the Redskins were coming. But it was really amazing in rural England. 
  Somebody, they could not imagine who, had come—or, as the Sussex man said with his musical vowels, had “coom.” Somebody apparently who had been expected by the unusual crowd in Little Puddleton—somebody whom they were hostile towards. The juniors felt a thrill of excitement, and perhaps a little alarm—not for themselves, but for the Little Puddleton people. Many of the faces had been very grim as the farmer-folk rushed out of the inn; and it was not pleasant to think of these healthy, hearty, honest folk landing themselves into trouble with the law. 
  Bob Cherry tapped the old waiter on the arms and file man unwillingly turned his face from the window. 
  “ Who’s come ?” asked Bob. 
  “Him !” explained the waiter. “ It’s a bad business.” He shook his white-haired head “A very bad business.” 
  “But who’s “him“. 
  “Mr. Jonas.” 
  “Oh, the jolly old auctioneer !” exclaimed Bob. 
The hikers remembered the beafy fat man in the Ford. 
  “Yes.” The waiter glued his face to the pane again. “ Dear, dear ! He’s gone into the barn ; but the bailiff’s not there. He could never have got through with the roads watched. I hope they haven’t hurt the bailiff. There will be trouble if they have.” said the old waiter, shaking his head. His concern evidently was not for the bailiff personally. 
  “Come on !” said Bob. “ We’re not missing this ! You don’t always find yourself in the thick of battle when you’re on a hike.” 
  The Famous Five and Lord Mauleverer left the inn, and found themselves in a surging, shouting crowd. Farmers’ men and farmers’ villagers of all sorts, agricultural gentlemen of every variety mingled there, all in the same state of excitement. The name of “ Willyum Waggs ” was on every lip, as well as that of Mr. Jonas, and that of Mr. Hunker, who, the juniors gathered, was a bailiff to whom had been assigned the rather disagreeable task of seizing William Waggs’ stock for unpaid tithe. They gathered, however, that Mr. Hunker had not been able to get through ; other roads as well as that which tbe bikers had arrived by no doubt being blocked. Mr. Jonas, however, had got through, and he had arrived, and gone into Waggs’ Barn where the sale was to be he1d—a roomy building in sight of the Barley Mow. 
The crowd was surging in that direction, a crowd on foot, and several farmers mounted on horses. There were already plenty of people in the barn and round it, and a roar of voices was incessant. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. followed the crowd, and arrived in the great open doorway of the barn. There was no sign of a car, so it seemed that the auctioneer from Chupham must have left his Ford and arrived on foot. No doubt he had found the road blocked; and, being a determined gentleman, he had got out and walked. Anyhow, here he was in the barn, beaky nose and gold-rimmed glasses and all, with a red and angry face—the object of hisses and hoots and catcalls on all sides. 
  When the juniors caught sight of him he was dabbing with a handkerchief at an egg that had burst on his cheek—the first missile of many. It was a genuine new-laid British egg, if that was any comfort to Mr. Jonas. Perhaps it was, for a foreign egg might have been highly scented as well as sticky. At the moment Mr. Jonas did not seem to be enjoying life. 
  “Get on with the sale eauht roared a stout farmer. “ Get on with it, Jonas!  Got the cattle in your trousers pocket ?”
  There was a roar of laughter. 
  As the bailiff was not present with the distrained property, it was evidently im possible for Mr. Jonas to get on with the sale. Perhaps he was hoping for the arrival of Mr. Hunker, It was Mr. Hunker’s happy task to get hold of the property of the unfortunate Willyum Waggs. Unless and until Mr. Hunker turned up, no sale was possible. 
  Harry Wharton & Co., pushed into the huge barn by the crowd round them, were wedged in and could hardly have left if they had wished to do so. But they were quite keen to remain and see the proceedings through. As Harry Wharton had remarked, hikers saw a lot more of real rural England than people saw from cars and railway trains. They were seeing rural life now in a rather unusual aspect. 
  “Jolly exciting, ain’t it?” murmured Bob Cherry.   “Jonas seems to have lost his bobby ! He had a bobby in the car with him, you remember.”
  “One bobby wouldn’t be much use here.” said Harry. “I hope to goodness the bailiff won’t turn up. They look wild enough to lynch him.” 
  Smash!  went another egg, this time catching Mr. Jonas on his beaky nose. He dabbed at it frantically. 
Then for a moment attention left Mr Jonas, as there was a shout: 
  “Here’s one of them !”
  “One of whom, I wonder?” murmured Nugent. 
  The juniors stared round. A shiny looking man with greasy features was wriggling in the grip of two or three Little Puddletonians, squcaking with terror. Who he was, and what he had done, the hikers could not imagine; but the roar of wrath round about them soon enlightened them on that point. The greasy man, it seemed was a buyer who had come to bid at the auction of Willyum Waggs’ stock, doubtless unaware of the terrific state of public feeling in Little Puddleton and the vicinity. Anyhow, it was evident on his looks that he was now sorry that he had come. 
  “Have him out !”
  “Stick him in the horsepond l “Help! Police!     Gentlemen—gentlemen !” shrieked the greasy man, as he was bundled headlong out of the barn and vanished from the sight of the hikers. 
  From the distance they heard a heavy splash. Evidently the greasy man had made acquaintance with the horse-pond of Little Puddleton. 
  “I say, this is rather thick !” murmured Johnny Bull. 
  “Here’s another !” came a roar. 
  Another man was chased out of the barn, running as if for his life, his hat falling off as he flew. 
  “If I’m ever looking for bargains in beasts,” remarked Bob Cherry “I shan’t come to an auction in Little Puddleton !” 
  The juniors chuckled. 
  They had rather wondered how Mr. Jonas expected to carry through a sale at all with public feeling in this excited state. Obviously no Little Puddletonian would have made a bid for the property of Willyum Waggs. But it seemed that buyers came from other parts—sharp men, looking for bargains; and no doubt, in the circumstances, the stock would have sold cheap enough to give them a good profit, if the sale had taken place at all. But with the prospective buyers chased and ducked, the bailiff unable to put in an appearance, and the auctioneer pelted with eggs it was fairly clear that that sale would not take place. 
  More eggs were flying now; playful sportsman seemed to brought in a supply of them.  They cracked all over Mr Jonas. 
  He dodged and ducked, and shouted remonstrances and threats, giving an absurd impression of a fat man doing a song and dance. 
  There was loud laughter in the crowded barn. Friendly voices advised Mr. Jonas to go. But the auctioneer was a resolute man and he declined to go. He was still waiting for Mr. Hunker to arrive with his men driving the beasts upon which distraint had been levied. 
  “Out of it, Jonas !” said a man in the doorway. “You won’t see Hunker today.  His car got tipped in a ditch somehow, and so did Hunker.” 
  Mr. Jonas dabbed eggs and did not answer. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were rather anxious to see him go. They could see, if Mr. Jonas could not, that excitement was growing, and that the auctioneer was likely to be severely handled if he did not go. A he refused to budge, the crowd surged closer round him and he was pushed and shoved towards the doorway. There was a scuffle, and Mr Jonas went out of the barn in the midst of a surging mob. Harry Wharton & Co. followed. 
  “Put him in the pond !” came a roar from the crowd. 
  “Police !” yelled Mr. Jonas. 
  “Bring him along!” 
  The hapless auctioneer struggled as he was hustled and bustled in the direction of the horse-pond. His hat fell off and was trampled on; his gold-rimmed glasses disappeared. The juniors caught sight of a group in the corner of the field; five or six men, sitting on something that wriggled. It was the policeman who had accompanied Mr. Jonas to Little Puddleton ! Evidently there was no help for Mr. Jonas from that quarter. 
  With a roar the excited crowd swept towards the pond, the hapless auctioneer borne along in their midst. 
  It was a large pond, shallow and very muddy. There was a splash as the hapless fat man was hurled into it. 
  “Oh, my hat!  ” gasped Bob Cherry. 
  A draggled object stood up in the shallow water. An egg cracked on a beaky nose. Mr. Jonas dabbed water and mud from his face and spluttered wildly. He came splashing through the pond to the margin; but it was so plainly the intention of the crowd to throw him in again that he stopped, turned, and splashed away across the pond to the farther side. In the middle the water was up to his shoulders; but he splashed and spluttered on, squelched through mud, and emerged from the pond into the field beyond. 
  Yells and hoots followed him across the pond. Five or six of the younger fellows, lads of the village, began to run round the pond, obviously to collar Mr. Jonas and pitch him in again. Obstinate as he was, it was plain that Mr. Jonas had had enough by that time. He turned his podgy back on Little Puddleton and all its works, and started running across the field. Six or seven whooping pursuers went in chase. The fat man, going strong, disappeared through a gap in a hedge, and his pursuers disappeared after him. 
“Oh gad!  ” murmured Lord Mauleverer. “This is frightfully excitin’, you men ! I hope they won’t catch that johnny. I can’t help thinkin’ that he’s had enough.” 
  “I fancy that’s his idea, too!  ” grinned Bob. “Never saw a man look more thoroughly fed up. Suppose we follow on and see that they don’t quite slaughter him! We’ve got to go that way, anyhow, to look for that fat villain Bunter. 
  “Let’s!  ” agreed Harry Wharton.. 
  And the Greyfriars hikers, at a trot, followed the way the chase had gone, which was in the direction of the distant haystack that marked the spot where they had lost Bunter. They crossed a couple of fields, and then met the lads of the village returning; the Little Puddletonians having given up the chase of the terrified auctioneer. Harry Wharton & Co., however, kept on their way to look for Bunter. Bunter had to be found before they could resume their march; and they promised him, when they found him, as severe an experience as had fallen to the lot of the Chupham auctioneer. 

                                       — — 
                     THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                         Beastly for Bunter! 

BILLY BUNTER smiled a smile of fat contentment. 
  Bunter was enjoying life. 
  For the first time since he had started on the hike with Harry Wharton & Co., Bunter was feeling satisfied with things generally. 
  Every day the beasts had walked him off his legs, till to-day. Now Bunter had spent a happy morning asleep in the hay—which was Bunter’s idea of a really enjoyable hike ! 
  Probably he would have slept all day, but admonitions from the inner Bunter awakened him at lunch-time. 
  He woke up hungry. 
  In Johnny Bull’s pack, which the fat Owl had so cunningly contrived to have landed on him, there were provisions. 
  Bunter was not long in unpacking them. 
  Sandwiches galore, and cold potatoes and radishes and corn beef and a cake— and a big bunch of bananas—almost enough for Bunter! 
  Bunter sat at ease in the hay and polished off the provisions to the last crumb. 
  He was almost satisfied when he had finished. 
  He leaned back luxuriously in the hay and grinned a satisfied grin. This was something like!  A rest all the morning, a jolly good feed, to be followed by a rest all the afternoon. If hiking had always been on those lines Billy Bunter would have been an enthusiastic hiker! 
  He chuckled as he reflected on his fat astuteness. 
  Little as Bunter liked hiking, he did not want to part from the hikers. The alternative was going home, and after a week of the holidays at home Bunter was fed-up with the family circle.— though not so thoroughly, perhaps, as the family circle were fed-up with Bunter! 
  But there was no danger of losing the hikers. They couldn’t go on without their outfit—so astutely bagged by Bunter ! They would have to wait at Little Puddleton till he joined them— which would not be soon ! He rather fancied that it would be in the cool of the evening—where was the sense of plugging along in a hot sun? 
  Likely enough, the brutes would propose going on in the evening, instead of going to bed at an inn like sensible chaps ! But the astute Bunter had them there ! They would have to come back to the haystack for their baggage! Bunter had no intention of carrying it with him to Little Puddleton when he went on. It was too heavy for him. He could leave it where it was, and get another rest in the village while the beasts fetched it. Then it would be too late to resume the march that night ! 
  Bunter rather prided himself on being a brainy fellow. There was no doubt that he had given his fat brain a lot of exercise on this occasion. By sheer astuteness he had gained a whole day of laziness ! 
  The warmth of the weather, the softness of the hay, and the enormous lunch he had parked in his podgy interior combined to induce slumber. Billy Bunter was going to have a nap—a long nap! 
  But he was cautious!  Any minute those beasts might come back looking for him, and he did not want to be found. 
  Carefully he concealed the packs under loose hay. Then he concealed his own fat person under some more. Then, resting his weary head on a fat arm, he slid into balmy slumber. From under the hay came a whirring, rumbling sound—Bunter was asleep and snoring! 
  Several times during his feed he had blinked across the field, wondering whether a farmer or a farmer’s man might come along and root him out. The stack was unfinished, and there were haycocks all over the field, sweet-scented in the sun. But he had seen nobody. Although Bunter was unaware of it, local industry was suspended on the Little Puddleton front that day on account of the “ tithe war.” He felt quite safe and secure when he went to sleep again. 
  But, as it happened, he was destined to be interrupted this time. Deep in balmy slumber, +he did not hear hurried footsteps and panting breath in the field by the haystack. Had he been awake he would have been startled, and might have been alarmed, by the sight of a hatless, breathless, drenched, and muddy man who came plugging at a weary run across the field. 
  Mr. Jonas was making for the road to get back to Chupham. But his hectic experiences at Little Puddleton had told on him, and he was so fatigued that be could scarcely put one podgy leg before another. 
  He stopped in the shadow of the unfinished stack, glad to get out of the blazing August sunshine and mop his perspiring brow. 
  He stared back across the fields in the direction of Little Puddletn. 
  He hoped that by that time the pursuit had been given up, and that he would be left in peace to walk his way homeward. As a matter of fact, the pursuit had been dropped several fields back—the Little Puddletonians had only chased Mr. Jonas to scare him away. But as he stared back be saw six figures coming across the field in the distance. 
  They were, as a matter of fact, the Greyfriars hikers. He had left his gold- rimmed glasses somewhere underfoot in Little Puddleton, and his vision was rather hazy. Six figures advancing from the direction from which pursuit had tome meant pursuit to the hapless Chupham auctioneer. And he had not a run left in his podgy legs. 
  He groaned. 
  He had hoped to get to the road and get home, or back to the car he had left on the other side of the village. Evidently there was no chance of that. Visions of being dragged back to Little Puddleton and ducked again in the horse-pond floated before the eyes of Mr. Jonas. But he could not run—his fat legs were almost dropping off already. Cover was the only resource— and the unfinished stack was at hand. Fifty years ago Mr. Jonas had played games, hiding himself in hay ! Now, at a ripe age, he had to play the same game again ! 
  There was plenty of loose hay about. All he could do was to cover himself with hay and hope for the best. 
  Arming himself with a pitchfork, which was near at hand, in case of emergency, Mr. Jonas took a last glance back across the field. The six figures were closer. They did not seem to be running—but they were coming steadily on!
  Mr. Jonas leaped into the loose hay, hunting cover. 
The next moment there was a fearful yell. 
  The loose hay heaved, as if an earthquake was going on beneath it. 
  Mr. Jonas started back in amazement and alarm. His foot had struck something as he leapel into the hay. He was unaware, so far, that what he had struck was the fat face of William George Bunter of the Greyfriars Remove. There was something heaving and wriggling under his feet. Naturally he did not know that it was Billy Bunter. 
  “Urrggh! Ow!  Yarooooh! Beasts !” came a roar from under the hay. “Gerroff my tummy, you beast! Yaroooooooop!  I’m not here ! I say, you fellows, gerroff my tummy! Yoooooop!  ” 
  “Gig-gig-goodness gig-gig-gracious !” stuttered Mr. Jonas. 
  There was a heave under him, and he stumbled and sat down in hay. Then from the loose hay rose a fat and excited face. 
  “Beast !” roared Billy Bunter. 
  “Who — what — what—” stuttered Mr. Jonas. 
  “Yah! Rotter! Beast!  ” 
  “Ow! I’ve got a pain ! You trod on my tummy! Wow !” yelled Bunter. “Oh lor’! Oh crikey! Beast!” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” came a roar across the field. “I know that jolly old voice ! That’s Bunter !” 
  And the Greyfriars hikers came on at a run, reached the gap in the haystack, and stared at Mr. Jonas and Billy Bunter in amazement 

                    THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 

                      Bunter Knows How ! 
 “BUNTER !” 
  “The esteemed and idiotic Bunter !” 
  “You fat rascal !”
  “Got him !“ 
  “Jump on him!” 
  All the Famous Five had something to say, and they all said it at once. Billy Bunter blinked at them through his big spectacles in dismay. Nr. Jonas blinked at them, minus his spectacles, in relief. At close range he could see that the hikers were not Little Puddletonians on the warpath. His terrors of the horse-pond left him, and he leaned on the hay, panting. 
  Bunter pressed both hands to his fat equator, where the auctioneer had trodden and gasped and gurgled. 
  “I say, you fellows, I’ve got a fearful pain! 1 say, I wasn’t hiding in the hay, you know! I say, I was just coming on— 1—I—I was just going to start! I wasn’t asleep when that beast trod on me and woke me up.” 
  “Scrag him !” said Bob Cherry. 
  “Jump on him !” roared Johnny Bull. 
  “I say, you fellows— — ” 
  Billy Bunter—in spite of his fearful pain—jumped out of the hay and dodged. Perhaps his pain was not so fearful, after all. The Famous Five rushed after him. The packs were still hidden deep in the hay, and the hikers did not see them; besides, they were thinking only of Bunter for the moment. 
  Lord Mauleverer however, gave a kindly thought to the gasping auctioneer. 
  “You’re all right, sir !” said Mauly politely. Those sportsmen turned back —nobody after you now.” 
  “Thank goodness !” gasped Mr. Jonas. “You—you are sure they are not in sight ? ” 
  “Quite sure, sir !” 
  “Oh, thank goodness !” 
  Mr. Jonas detached himself from the haystack and stared across the field. Then he started for the road near at hand. A car was coming along the road, driven by a tall, thin man whose face seemed to be moulded in iron, so hard were the features. He was driving slowly, looking about as if in search of somebody; and Mr. Jonas sighting him, waved a fat hand and shouted: 
  “Stop! Here, Hunker ! Stop !“ 
  Mr. Hunker, the bailiff of Chupham, halted the car, and Mr. Jonas panted across to him. He was stepping through the gap in the hedge to the road when something struck him in the back like a cannon-ball. 
It was Billy Bunter—in frantic flight from the hikers. 
  “Oh!  ” roared Mr. Jonas. 
  He pitched forward into the road, landing on his hands and knees. 
  “Wow !” gasped Bunter. 
  He rollcd after Mr. Jonas, and landed on his back. 
  Harry Wharton & Co., grinning, followed him through the gap in the hedge, and surrounded him. The fat junior lay gasping on his back, a good deal like a captured turtle. 
  “I say, you fellows !” he gurgled. 
  “Got him!” 
  “Squash him !” 
  “Spiflicate him !”
  “The spiflication is the proper caper !”
  “Keep off you beasts !” howled Bunter. “ What have I done, I’d like to know? I haven’t been stopping to rest!  I haven’t been asleep!  I was wide awake when I woke up !” 
  “Ha ha, ha !” 
  Mr. Hunker, with a faint grin on his iron face, stepped from the car and gave Mr. Jonas a hand up. The auctioneer gave Bunter an expressive look, and then leaned on the car, panting. Mr. Jonas’ experiences that day had been such as seldom fall to the lot of a rural auctioneer. Mr. Hunker, too, looked as if he had had a rather hectic time. His car was smothered with mud, and he was muddy himself, from head to foot. Both looked as if they had been in a ditch—as, in fact, they had! 
  “Fine goings on !” said Mr. Hunker in a deep, growling voice. “ I’ve heard that they were ducking you, Jonas !” 
  “They did—they did !” gasped Mr. Jonas. “ I’ve lost my hat ! And my glasses ! I’m drenched I!  Goodness gracious!  The excitement in Little Puddleton to-day is extraordinary ! I cannot account for it.” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. glanced round, smiling, at the Chupham auctioneer, as he made that remark. Evidently, Mr. Jonas regarded the selling-up of Willyum Waggs as all in the day’s work. But it seemed to the juniors rather natural for Willyum himself to get a little excited about it. 
  “Did you get the beasts?” added Mr. Jonas. 
  “I did not!” said Mr. Hunker, in his deep, growling voice. “ My car was tipped in a ditch!  I was tipped after it! I walked to Waggs’ Farm ! The beasts had been driven off ! Nothing to seize ! That’s the game they generally play when they get news that the bailiff is coming, of course ! They drive off the beasts to somebody else’s fields. There will be a dozen summonses for assault over this affair !” 
Mr. Hunker snorted. 
  “After I’d left, some of them helped me to get the car out of the ditch.” he said. “Look at it ! Look at me!  ” 
  “Give me a lift to Chupham !”” gasped Mr. Jonas. “I’m through!  No more tithe sales for me! Never !” 
  “Nonsense !” said Mr. Hunker. “The beasts will be driven back now it’s over. I shall seize them, according to the order of the court. I have already made my arrangements. I shall not let Waggs know when I am coming—I shall take care of that, this time! Get in the car.” 
  The iron-faced man helped Mr. Jonas into the car, and drove away with him. 
  Bob Cherry stared after him. 
“Poor old Willyum!  ” he said. dont know Mr. Waggs, but I can’t help feeling rather sorry for him. That man Hunker looks a tough customer.” 
  “I suppose he’s doing his duty,” said Harry, “but it seems rather rough on poor old Waggs! But we haven’t slaughtered Bunter yet” 
  “I—I say, you fellows.” Bunter sat up and set his spectacles straight on his fat little nose. “I say, no larks, you know!  I’ve got a pain in my tummy where that fat man trod on me. I say, if you fellows can’t behave yourselves I shall jolly well throw you over, and refuse to keep on the hike with you at all.” 
  “Oh, my hat! What a calamity!” gasped Bob Cherry. “ If you have tears, you fellows, prepare to shed them now.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Well, I mean it.” said Bunter, heaving himself to his feet. “I’m not standing this sort of hooliganism, I can tell you. If you want me to hike with you  —”
  “If!” chuckled Bob. 
  “The if-fulness is preposterous.” 
  “You might be grateful, at least, to a fellow for carrying practically all the baggage.” said Bunter. 
“ But it’s always the same ! I do all the work— and what thanks do I get ? None!  ” 
  “Scrag him!  ” 
  “ Oh, let’s get on!  ” said Harry Wharton. “ We’ve found the fat villain anyhow!  Lucky that man Jonas trod on hin in the hay—we might have had to look for him for hours! Come on! We’re going to do eight miles this afternoon.” 
  “Eight miles! ” gasped Bunter. 
  “Or ten —”
  “Beast!  ” 
  “Where’s the baggage?” demanded Bob. “ That’s what we want—and you can roll on astern or not, just as you please. We want the packs. ” 
  “The—the packs!” repeated Bunter. 
  A sly gleam came into the fat Owl’s eyes, behind his spectacles. He realised that the hikers had not spotted the packs, which he had hidden deep in the hay. Eight miles that afternoon did not appeal to Bunter in the least. Eight yards would have been enough for him, or a little too much. Billy Bunter did not mean to deprive the hikers of his fascinating company. Neither did he intend to do eight miles if he could help it. 
  “Well, where are the packs ? ” demanded Bob. 
  “They—they’re gone!  ” gasped Bunter .
  “Gone ? ” yelled the hikers. 
  “Yes. I—I tipped a carter to carry them for me.” Truth and Billy Bunter had long been strangers, and he was not thinking of striking up an acquaintance with truth now. “A man named Thompson—he was going into Little Puddleton with his cart, so I got him to carry the packs.” 
  “ You lazy, slacking, fat villain !” roared Bob. 
  “Oh, really, Cherry!  It’s all right— you’ve only got to ask for Robinson at the villagc— 
  “Robinson?” exclaimed Wharton.
   “ Yes, the carter’s name was Robinson —George Robinson!  You’ll find him all right in the village.” 
  “You said Thompson a minute ago I” 
  “I—I mean Thompson, George Thompson. I—I wonder what made me say Robinson ?“ gasped Bunter. “ Of course, I mean Johnson—that is, Thompson. Fred Thompson—he told me his name—I asked him specially!  ” 
  “He told you his name was George and Fred Thompson?” 
  “ Yes—George Fred Thompson ! Ask for him at Little Puddleton, and he will hand them over. If you’re ready to start, I —”
  The hikers looked at Bunter as if they could have eaten him. 
  “Oh, let’s get on!  ” said Harry. “ We shall find the man in the village, I suppose! Look here, Bunter, you’d better keep up with us this time—if you’re not on the spot when we got the packs you’ll be left behind, and you can go an eat coke! See?’ 
  “Easy enough for me to keep up, I fancy.” sneered Bunter. “Who’s the best walker in this party, I’d like to know?” 
  “Oh, kick him!” said Johnny Bull. 
  “Yaroooooooh!  ” 
  “Come on!  ” said Harry and the juniors started.     They walked across the fields again to get back to Little Puddleton. 
  Billy Bunter blinked after them through his big spectacles. He chuckled. 
  “He, he, he!” 
  At Little Puddleton the bikers had the happy task of inquiring for a nonexistent carter, named Thompson. That task was likely to keep them busy for quite a long time. Billy Bunter was going to get his rest, after all. He got it!  As the hikers disappeared across the meadows, Billy Bunter rolled back to his bed in the hay, rested his head on one of the packs which the hikers had gone to the village to find and closed his eyes once more in balmy slumber. And once more his fat snore awoke the echoes of the Sussex meadows. 

                THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

                       Sold Again! 

“BIT of a change I” remarked Bob Cherry, as the hikers walked into Little Puddleton in the golden August afternoon, 
  It was more than a “bit” of a change! The wild excitement in the Sussex village had died out—gigs and carts and traps were gone; the crowd had dispersed—only two or three old villagers were hanging about the Barley Mow; and the ancient waiter, with nothing else to do, was swatting flies with a newspaper two days old. The “war” on the Little Puddleton front, evidently, was over for the time. Quiet and sleepy, Little Puddleton seemed to be dozing in the summer sunshine. 
  “The changefulness is terrific.” remarked Hurree Janset Ram Singh. 
  “The preposterous fury of combativeness has been subsequented by the esteemed wings of peace, and the improvefulness is atrocious.” 
  “Now we’ve got to find Thompson,” said Harry Wharton. He glanced back from the village street to the meadows. “No sign of Bunter—the fat slacker is still lagging behind.” 
  “Let him lag!” said Johnny Bull “We’re jolly well going on as soon as we get the packs and Bunter can lag all he likes !” 
  “That’s settled I” agreed the captain of the Greyfriars Remove. “But we’ve got to find the carter who brought on the packs. They may be able to tell us at the Barley Mow.” 
  The juniors went into the inn. Old Anthony, the waiter, was willing to oblige with information. 
  “Thompson !” he repeated, scratching his white whisker, thoughtfully. “Know the name? I should say so, sir!  There’s three Thompsons in Little Puddleton, and seven—no, eight!—over at Much Puddleton, as well as more’n a dozen at Puddleton-by-Poke. And down at Claybank-under-Tootles there’s about— ” 
  “Hold on !” Interrupted Harry Wharton hastily. “One Thompson will be enough, if its the right one, The one we want is a carter. ”
  “That’ll be young Tom. ” said the 
waiter. “Cause why, sir, young Tom Thompson started with the cart that he bought from Herbert Giles, last Candlemas. No, it was before Candlemas— the day Mr. Giles’ cow was taken that bad, that he had to send for the vet from Chupham— ”
  “Where can we find young Tom?” inquired Wharton, not deeply interested in the sad state of Mr. Giles’ cow. 
  “Well, I don’t know that you’ll find him to-day at all,” said the old gentleman. “seeing as how he has a job at Hogford-under-the-Bank, and went off first thing this morning with his cart. ” 
  “Evidently young Tom was not the Thompson required. 
  “Is there a George Thompson in the place ?“ asked Harry. 
  “Yes,” said old Anthony, “if you mean the one with the club foot— ” He nodded seriously to the inquiring hikers. “I mind the time, sir when young George’s life was saved Iy that club foot. There was six of them, sir, and five of them went to the War; and young George, he says, in the bar of this very inn, air, he says— ”
  “Yes, but—” 
  “They never came back from them foreign parts, sir.” said the old man, shaking his head. “But George, you see, couldn’t go, along of that club foot. So here he still is, at Little Puddleton; and I says to him, more’n once, ‘That club foot’s saved your life, George!’ And he says; ‘That’s more’n your fat ‘ead will ever do for you, Anthony I’ And I says, George, I says—” 
  “Is he a carter?’! 
  “No, he ain’t a carter, ” said Anthony. “He works at the blacksmith’s. You’ll find him at the forge, if you go along by Waggs’ barn and turn down where they’ve been cutting the firs, and keep on as far as Gies’ pond, and then— ” 
  “It’s a carter we want !” 
  “That’ll be young Tom ! But he’s over at Hogford-under-the-Bank— ” 
  “Isn’t there another carter named Thompson here?” 
  “Well, there’s Albert, does a bit of work at times with a cart, ” said old Anthony, dubiously. “But 1 believe he’s at the hayin to-day.” 
  “Might be Robinson, ” said Bob, 
  “That idiot Bunter didn’t seem sure about the name. Any Robinsons here ?  Press” 
  “I’ve never heard of nore’n one.” said old Anthony. “But he ain’t a carter. He’s Mr. Waggs’ ‘orseman, he is. ” 
  “Look here, a fellow with us sent some baggage on, by a carter, this morning, whose name is very likely Thompson,” said Harry. “Heard or seen anything of him ? ” 
  “Can’t say I have,” said old Anthony, shaking his head. “Might it be young Frank ?” 
  “Shouldn’t wonder. Where’s young Frank ?!” asked Wharton, almost in despair, 
  “He drives Mr Waggs’ ‘aycart. You’d find him on Mr. Waggs’ farm, any time, when he ain’t adriving of the cart.” 
  By this time the informing conversation of the old waiter of the Barley Mow had palled on the hikers. They decided to root up and down Puddleton looking for that carter themselves. 
  The villagers of Little Puddleton were joly and obliging, and willing to give information.  Unfortunately, they had none to give. This, of course, was accounted for by the fact that Billy Bunter hadn’t sent the packs on to the village at all. But as yet the hikers did not guess that. Up and down and round about Little Puddleton they went, inquiring here and inquiring there, but getting no news of the missing baggage. 
  Finally, as the afternoon was wearing on, they had tea at the Barley Mow, and then started again. This time they decided to walk to Waggs’ Farm and ascertain whether it was “young Frank” who had given the baggage that lift. They were beginning to suspect, by this time, that there was a “catch” somewhere, for a carter bringing in the baggage would naturally have landed it at the village inn. On the other hand, in the excitement and confusion that had reigned in Little Puddleton that morning, he might have done almost anything with it. Waggs’ Farm seemed the last chance of getting on the track of that elusive baggage. They were rather interested, too to make the acquaintance of Mr. William Waggs, on the subject of whose beasts the “tithe war” was raging on the Little Puddleton front. Passing the big barn where the tithe sale had failed to come off, they followed a cart-track to a gate, beyond which la’ gardens and a pleasant-looking red-tiled farmhouse. 
An old gentleman in a white hat was trimming rows of peas, in sight of the gate. They were green peas, and evidently growing well, for every now and then the old’  fellow passed a few into his mouth and munched them, eating them raw. The hikers lined the gate and looked at him, wondering whether the place was Waggs’ Farm and the old fellow the redoubtable Billyum. He looked an exceedingly peaceful old gentleman to be the cause of the terrific excitement the hikers had witnessed that morning. 
  Becoming aware of their existence, the gentleman in the white hat turned towards the hikers, nodded, and touched his white hat in polite salute. As he was too far off for easy conversation the Greyfriars fellows passed through the gateway and approached him. 
  “Mr. Waggs? ” asked Harry. 
  “Roight !” said the old gentleman. 
  “Then this is Waggs’ Farm ? ” 
  “Roight again! ” said Mr. Waggs encouragingly. 
  “You got a man—a carter—named Thompson? ” 
  “Roight !” 
  “Can you tell us whether he brought in some baggage this morning?” 
  “I should say not .” answered Mr. Waggs. 
  “Sure ? ” “ asked Bob Cherry. 
  “Well, nigh sure.” said Mr. Waggs. “ You see, young Frank ain’t been out with the cart to-day. I sent him with the cattle over to the Three-Acre Meadow, on Smithson’s land, when I heard that the tithers were cooming.” 
  “Oh !” said the hikers. 
  Mr. Waggs stated that he was “nigh”  sure that young Frank hadn’t brought in the baggage. Evidently, he was a cautious old gentleman. He really might have been quite sure, in the circumstances !”
  “Well, that’s that !” said Nugent. “Looks as if we shall have to nay good- bye to the packs ! Bunter’s trusted them to a stranger, who may have carted them off goodness knows where.” 
  “We can’t go on without them.” said Bob. 
  “Did Bunter send them on at all ? ” exclaimed Harry, a sudden suspicion awakening in his mind. “Was he pulling our leg, the fat scoundrel 7 He hasn’t turned up yet—and he jolly well doesn’t mean to leave us !“ 
  “ Oh crumbs !” exclaimed Bob. “ If he’s diddled us again —”  
  “The diddlefulness is terrific !” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “The esteemed Bunter has pulled our leg once morefully .”
  “I’ll bet he had them there all the time, out of sight in that hay !” said Bob. “Just fooling us about, while he took another snooze! ” 
  “What a brain!” murmured Lord Mauleverer. 
  The hikers gazed at one another with intense feelings. Lord Mauleverer was smiling, perhaps not anxious to exert himself on the open road. But the Famous Five were feeling deeply exasperated. Now that they thought of it—rather late in the day—they had little doubt that the astute Owl had spoofed them once more, and that the packs never had been sent on to Little Puddleton. Bunter was prepared to let them spend the afternoon hunting for the packs that weren’t there, while he rested in the hay! It was exasperating to active hikers, who did not want to linger long, even in so pleasant a spot as Little Puddleton. 
  “Ever see peas like them ? ” asked Mr. Waggs. Taste ‘em !” 
  Mr. Waggs, clearly, was proud of his peas. He had reason to be. The hikers politely tasted them, and agreed that they were wonderful. 
  “Main crop, these are !” Mr. Waggs told them. “You should have come along in May, and seen my earlies ! You should that ! ” 
  Mr. Waggs nodded solemnly, evidently feeling that the hikers had lost a great deal by not coming along in May and seeing his earlies. 
  “Well, I’m blessed if I know what to do, except to burst Bunter when we see him again,” said Harry. “It’s a bit late for starting again now ; and we’ve not got the packs yet. What about camping?” 
  “ Good idea !” said Lord Mauleverer at once. 
  His lordship was always ready to fall in with a proposal for camping. 
  “May as well.” said Nugent. “We must have walked miles and miles up and down the village this afternoon, inquiring for Thompson, and—my hat I 
—there never was a Thompson at all! That villain Bunter —”
  “Hiking?  ” asked Mr. Waggs. Evidently they had seen and heard of hikers, even in that remote spot. 
  “ That’s it!  ” said Harry “ We’re going to look for a camp. Will you let us camp in one of your meadows ? We will pay, of course ! ” 
  Mr. William Waggs looked at him thoughtfully. 
  “ Better not camp in a medder.” he said. “ You’re welcome, if you Ioike, but if you take my advice, you won’t camp in a medder.” 
  “ Why not?” asked Harry. 
  Mr. Waggs pointed to the sky. The juniors looked up at the bright blue summer sky in wonder. They dld not guess for the moment what the old farmer meant. Then Bob Cherry “ tumbled “ to his meaning. 
  “Rain? ” he asked. 
  “Roight!  ” said Mr. Waggs. 
  “It doesn’t look much like rain. ” said Nugent. 
  “Nor it don’t.” said Mr. Waggs. 
  “But you think it will rain?” 
  “ Roight! ” said Mr. Waggs. 
  “Oh, my hat ! And we haven’t the tent! ” murmured Bob. 
  To the hikers it did not look like rain, but they had no doubt that the gnarled old gentleman knew what he was talking about. 
  “Why not camp in the barn ? asked Mr. Waggs. 
  “Jolly good idea, if we may,” said Harry, smiling. 
  “Whoy not?” said Mr. Waggs stolidly. “It’s empty, and won’t be wanted till next week, unless Mr. Jonas wants it for a sale.” He gave a dry chuckle. “Coom up to the house at half-past eight and have sooper. Whoy not ?“ 
  “You’re very kind !” said Harry gratefully. 
  “Roight !” said Mr. Waggs. 
  “Then, if we may, we’ll camp in the barn.” 
  “Roight!  ” said Mr. Waggs. Whoy not?’ 
  And the Greyfriar hikers camped in the barn. 

                   THE TENTH CHAPTER. 

                            Supper for Bunter! 
“I SAY, you fellows !” 
  A fat, warm, red, and irritated face, and a large pair of spectacles glimmered in the door- way of Wagg’s Barn. It was now past eight o’clock, and the summer sun was netting over the Sussex downs. 
  The hikers had camped very comfortably in the big barn—the scene of so much excitement that morning, now extremely calm and peaceful. They had fetched water from the pump, and washed off the dust of the roads, and had made themselves neat and tidy for the visit to the farmhouse, where the hospitable Mr. Waggs had asked them to sooper. 
  They liked Mr. Waggs, and liked their surroundings, and were not sorry, on the whole, that they were camping for the night at Little Puddleton. It was undoubtedly a very pleasant spot, with the wide hayfields red in the sunset, and the green downs in the distance. They had watched Mr. Waggs’s “beasts” driven back from the three-acre field on Smithson’s land to their native meadow 
—the “beasts” that Mr. Jonas had been going to sell by auction that day if Mr. Hunker had succeeded in “seizing” them. Now they were in the barn, putting final touches to their toilet, when Billy Bunter blew in. 
  Bunter did not look good-tempered. 
  He blinked wrathfully and reproachfully at the Greyfriars hikers. 
  “I say, you fellows, I’ve found you !” hooted Bunter. “I’ve been all over the place asking after you. I expected to find you at the inn, of course. What are you doing here?” 
  Camping, fathead !” 
  “Well, I prefer to put up at the inn,” grunted Bunter. “Look here, get out of this rotten barn, and let’s put up at the inn. I’ll pay the bill, if that’s what’s worrying you,” added Bunter scornfully. 
  “Who’s going to lend Bunter the money to pay the bill ?“ inquired Bob. 
  “Ha, ha, ha I” 
  “Well, one of you fellows would have to lend me the money, as I’ve left mine at home at Bunter Court. I suppose you can trust me with a few pounds? Look here, I said I’d prefer to stop at the inn.” 
  “Passed unanimously.” said Bob. “We’d all prefer you to stop at the inn, old fat bean. Get going!  We’re camping here.” 
  “Well, if you’re camping here, I suppose I’d better camp, too.” grunted the Owl of the Remove. “You might have left word where a fellow could find you. I’ve been an hour finding where you were.” 
  Bunter rolled into the barn. 
  The hikers gathered round him. Bunter had arrived, but there was no sign of the packs. 
  “What have you got for supper ? ” asked Bunter.     Apparently it was supper that had drawn Billy Bunter to Little Puddleton. “I can tell you, I’m frightfully hungry !” 
  “Never mind supper” said Harry. “Where are the packs?” 
  “Eh ?” 
  Bunter did not seem to be thinking of the packs. Naturally he was thinking of supper. He had had a long and luxurious rest in the hay, and it was only a growing void in his capacious interior that had driven him to exertion at last and caused him to roll into Little Puddleton in search of the hikers. Now he wanted supper, and wanted it bad. 
  “What have you done with them?” roared Johnny Bull. “You never sent them on by a carter, you fat spoofer !” 
  Bunter grinned for a moment. 
  “Have you left them a mile away ? ” demanded Nugent. 
  “Oh, really, Nugent ! I suppose you don’t imagine that I could carry all that stuff miles and miles? They’re all right. Nobody will find them in the hay. Besides, I sent them on by a carter, as I told you —”
  “Collar him !” roared Johnny Bull. 
  “Here, I say, you fellows ! Yaroooh !”  yelled Bunter, as the hikers collared him. “I say, stop kicking me, you beasts ! Wow ! If you bang my head on the door again, I’ll Yaroooooop! I say, you fellows, it was only a joke. Can’t you take a—whoooop ! —joke? Yarooooh ! I should have sent them on by a carter if I’d seen a carter, but I didn’t, so— Yow-ow-ow !” 
  “If that fat scoundrel’s left the packs a mile away, we’ll make him go back and fetch them in.” said Johnny Bull. 
  “Hear, hear!” 
  “I—I havent !”  gasped Bunter. Leggo? I say, you fellows I’m sorry about those packs, but the fact is, a tramp got them.” 
  “A tramp got them ?”  yelled Bob. 
  “Yes. Got them off me and bolted.” said Bunter. 
“ I—I fought like a lion ! But they were too strong for me —”  
  “They?  ” 
  “Yes I fought with both of them  —”
  “Both one tramp?  ”  shrieked Bob. 
  “Eh!  I mean, there were two tramps  — that is to say, three!  ” gasped Bunter. “ Three hulking fellows—gigantic, in fact. I might have handled two of them, but three were too many for me. I fought like anything!  But—but they got the packs away and—and ran. I chased them for miles  —”
  “Oh crikey? ” 
  “And now I come in tired and hungry, and there isn’t any supper ready. I think you fellows might have got supper ready.”
  Harry Wharton caught hold of Bunter’s shirt and pulled the fat Owl to the doorway of the barn. 
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 “ Go and fetch those packs ! —”  he said. 
  “Oh, really, Wharton —”  
  “Don’t show up again without them. You’ll get kicked if you do!  ”  
  “Hard !“ said Bob Cherry. 
  “The hardfulness will be terrific!  ” 
  “I — I say, you fellows.” gasped Bimter, “How can I fetch the packs when I sent them on by a tramp—I mean, three gigantic carters snaffled them—I mean to say —  Whoooooop! ”
  A boot landed behind Bunter and helped him out of the barn. He sat down and roared. 
  “Now cut!  ” said Johnny Bull. “And don’t come back without the packs.” 
  “Yow-ov-ow? I say, you fellows, they’re quite safe, hidden in the hay.” gasped Bunter. “You can fetch then in the morning before we start. I—I’ll help you if you like. There !” 
  “Are you going? ”
  “Oh, you awful rotters!  ” groaned Bunter. “I say, I’ll go after them after supper. I—I meant to all along, you know. I’m hungry.” 
  “Gather round,” said Bob, “and all kick together! ”  
  “Yarooooh !” 
  Billy Bunter squirmed away, picked himself up, and dodged round the barn. The hikers went back into the building. A minute later a fat face and a large pair of spectacles looked round the door. 
  “I say, you fellows —”  
  “Collar him !” roared Johnny Bull. 
  There was a rush to the door. But Billy Bunter was gone before the hikers reached it. This time he did not reappear. 
  Nothing was seen of Bunter when the Greyfriars hikers left the barn to walk up to the farmhouse to supper. They concluded that he had made up his fat mind to fetch the packs from the haystack. 
  In the farmhouse they met Mr. Waggs again, and Mrs. Waggs, a plump and buxom and hospitable dame, who however, had a slight expression of haunting worry on her plump, kind face. The hikers thought they could guess the reason. The “ tithe war ”  worried Mrs. Waggs more than it did Willyum. She was distressed by the circumstance that her good man was on the wrong side of the law. There was little doubt that Mrs. Waggs was right, for the law, whether in strict accordance with justice or not, was certain to be too strong for Willyum in the long run. The bikers, grateful to Willyum for his kind hospitality, could not help feeling rather concerned about him, too. 
  Mr. Waggs, however, was in very cheerful spirits. He told the hikers all about his green peas—earlies, second earlies, and main crop—also about his beets, which it appeared, were coming on splendidly.
 “ Proices,” it seemed, were not so satisfactory as the crops; but Willyum lived in hope that the Government would do something about that. He hoped that they would do something about the tithes, too “ Evidently Willyum had a hopeful nature. He called them “toithes’ and plainly did not like them a little bit. 
  “Taking a man’s beasties for toithes! ” said Willyum, in tones of thrilling indignation .
  “But it’s the law, Willyum!” said Mrs. Waggs. 
  “Law ? ”  said Willyum, “Man and boy, I’ve farmed this land for fifty year ! All my loife toithes went with the proice of corn—oop one year, down another! 
Then they fixes them permanent—in a year when corn is hoigh ! Law!  ” Mr. Waggs snorted. 
  “I say, you £ellow “ squeaked a fat voice. 
  The hikers jumped, and forgot all about the tithes. 
  “Found you again,” said Billy Bunter genially, as he rolled in. “I say, you forgot to mention that you were having supper at the farmhouse. Lucky I was keeping an eye on you, what? Good. evening, all—good-evening, ma’am!” 
  “Friend of yours?” asked Mr Waggs. “Sit down, young gentleman ! Whoy not?  ” 
  The hikers looked at Bunter. 
  He grinned at them. 
  Evidently, at the hospitable supper table of Mr. Waggs, Bunter could not be dealt with as he deserved. 
  Secure in that happy knowledge, Billy Bunter sat down to supper. 

             THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                         A Night Attack! 

PATTER ! Patter ! Patter! 
  It was the rain on the roof. 
  “Willyum was right! ” remarkcd Bob Cherry. 
  “Right as rain!  ” said Nugent, with a grin. 
  Evidently Mr. Waggs knew the weather signs. After supper the hikers walked back to the barn to camp for the night ; and then the rain started. It came down hard and fast. Water ran in streams down the sloping roof of the barn, and pattered and trickled outside. 
  “Not a night to camp out!  ” said Harry. “ Thank goodness Waggs offered us the barn! He’s a joily good old chap.” 
  “One of the best” said Bob. “I suppose we can’t roll Bunter out in the rain ?”  
  “Oh, really, Cherry —”  
  “We’ll make him fetch the packs before brekkcr.” said Harry Wharton. “We’ve got the things we need with us, anyhow.  I’d rather be in this barn than in the tent to-night.” 
  “Yes, rather!” 
  “The ratherfulneas is terrific.” 
  “Well, but for me you’d be in the tent.” said Bunter. “You might thank a chap! I don’t expect you to, of course — I’ve given up expecting anything like gratitude from you fellows. Still. there it is. ” 
  “Kill him, somebody !” grunted Johnny Bull. 
  “I say, you fellows, that was a jolly good supper,” said Bunter. “They grow all the stuff on the farm, you know—no foreign muck. I say, what about camping here for a few days—say a week? Save money, you know ! Not that I care much about money—it’s not my way—but you fellows keep on making a fuss about it. Only yesterday you were grousing because you had to pay for the ginger-pop. And look at the fuss you made over that taxi fare the other day! Well, if you want to do this hike cheap, let’s camp here. I heard that old josser, Waggs, tell you that he wouldn’t think of charging you anything, Wharton.” 
  “What?” 
  “Well, if he’s not going to charge anything, why not stay on? ” asked Bunter. “The grub’s good, and we shan’t have to pay for it.” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “We can wait till he gets fed-up before we clear!” explained Bunter. “I dare say we could stick him far a whole week. He looks a jolly good-natured old fossil.” 
  The hikers gazed at Bunter in the lantern light that illuminated the barn. He blinked at them inquiringly. 
  “Well, what about it!” he asked. “You fellows would never have thought of it, of course! I think of things !“ 
  “Yes, that’s the kind of thing you would think of, you—you—you octopus !” gasped Bob Cherry. 
  “Oh, really, Cherry—” 
  “Bunter may be in danger if he stays here over to-morrow !” remarked Frank Nugent thoughtfully. 
  “Eh? Wharrer you mean!” exclaimed the fat Owl. “How should I be in danger?” 
“There’s a bailiff coming to-morrow to seize the beasts! He’s bound to pick out the fattest!  If he gets hold of you—” 
  “You silly idiot !” yelled Bunter. 
  “Ha ha, ha!” 
  “Yah! ” snorted Bunter. And he went to bed. Evidently his brilliant suggestion of “sticking” the hospitable Mr. Waggs till he got fed-up, was not going to be adopted by the hikers. 
  Ground-sheets were spread on straw of which there was plenty at hand; and the hikers rolled themselves in their blankets. Billy Bunter had put in a good deal of sleep that day; but sleeping was one of the things that Bunter could do really well; and he was snoring before the other campers nodded off. Soon, however, they were all asleep, while the rain pattered on the roof through the dark hours. 
  It was nearly midnight when, if the hikers had been awake, they might have heard a sound at the door of the barn. 
  But they were fast asleep; and did not hear the door unlatched and opened, nor feel the drift of rain that came in on the night wind. 
  A gleam of light came through the dark, wandering about the dark interior of the barn. It came from an electric torch. 
  “They’re here !” 
  It was a low whisper. 
  “Get inside, Pon! This dashed rain is goin’ down my dashed neck !”
  “Quiet !“ 
  Three shadowy figures stole into the barn. 
  “Mind you don’t tread on the brutes!” whispered Cecil Ponsonby. “They’re too many for us if you wake them up.” 
  “What-ho !” murmured Gadsby. 
  “Better leave the door open. If we have to bolt—” 
  “Quiet !” 
  Ponsonby flashed the light over the sleeping figures of the hikers. He had to pick out Bob Cherry, the proprietor of the disputed Holiday Annual It was easy enough to pick out Bunter, by his snore; but with the other fellows, it was not so easy to distinguish one from another. 
  Gadsby and Monson remained near the door. They were glad to get in out of the rain; but they were rather anxious to have a line of retreat open, and to have it close at hand. 
  Ponsonby crept on tiptoe towards the sleepers. 
  Gaddy and Monson were only halfhearted in undertaking that midnight raid; but Pon was savagely determined. Gaddy and Monson were thinking of their comfortable beds at the Barley Mow, where the Hjghcliffians had put up for the night. But Pon, as usual, had his way; and here they were, on the warpath. They had learned from old Anthony, the waiter, that the Greyfriars hikers were camping in Waggs’ barn; and they had waited till a late hour to make sure that the campers were asleep. They were sleeping soundly enough now; and all Pon had to do was to pick out Bob Cherry and his rucsack, in which the Holiday Annual was packed. Softly, silently, he passed from one sleeping form to another, peering at the unconscious faces in the beam of the electric torch, Gadsby and Monson watching him from the door. 
  Bob Cherry’s mop of flaxen hair glimmered in the light. Ponsonby came to a stop. That mop of flaxen hair rested on a rucsack, which Bob was using as a pillow. 
  Pon set his lips. 
  He had found what he wanted. But how he was to extract the rucsack from under Bob’s head, without awakening him, was rather a problem. 
  He shut off the light, after carefully taking his bearings. Then he took hold of the rucsack and pulled it gently. 
  There was a murmur from Bob in his sleep, and Pon stopped at once. The slumbering junior did not awaken, but he stirred. 
  It was clear that if his pillow was pulled away he would awaken. There was no chance of getting it away without an alarm, and Pon made up his mind to it. He had to take the risk of snatching away the rudsack and running; escaping before the awakened junior could get hold of him. There was nothing else to be done, unless he was to give up the enterprise—which he did not mean to do. 
  Leaning over Bob, he gripped the rucsack, gave a sudden jerk, and tore it away. Bob’s head bumped on the ground.shcet under him, and be awakened with a gasp. Pon made a spring for the door, rucsack in hand. 
  “Oooogh !” gasped Bob. “What the thump—” 
  He started up, in amazement and alarm, rubbing his head, which had had rather a hard knock on the floor. 
  Ponsonby ran for the door. 
  It had been only cautious to shut off the light. But that, as it happened, was Pon’s undoing. He raced for the door, and bumped blindly into Gadsby. 
  “Here, look out !” gasped Gadsby. What—” 
  Crash!
  The rucsack dropped from Pon’s hand as he staggered. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo t” Bob was shouting in the darkness. “Who—what the thump—who’s that!” 
Gadsby and Monson dashed out into the rain. Ponsonby, gritting his teeth, groped on the floor for the fallen rucsack. Voices were heard on all sides now. All the hikers were awakened, with the exception of Billy Bunter, who snored on regardless. 
  “Somebody’s bagged my rucksack!  ” yelled Bob. “Pinched it from under my head—” 
  He jumped towards the door of the barn. 
  Ponsonby grabbed up the rucsack in the dark, and was leaping to escape, when Bob collided with him. Instantly Bob grasped at the unseen figure in the dark. 
   Ponsonby, his eyes glittering with rage, struck out. Bob gasped as he got a thump on the chest. But he clutched at his assailant, getting hold of him. Desperately Pon swung round the rucsack, and crashed it on the Greyfriars fellow, and Bob gave a breathless howl. But he grabbed at the object that struck him, and grasped it, and tore it away from Ponsonby. He swept it round in the dark, and it was Pon’s turn to howl, as it landed on his ear. 
  “Get a light! ” yelled Bob. “I’ve got the thief here—” 
  Ponsonby made a desperate leap out of the barn. 
  had failed, and he had no idea of attempting to get the rucsack again, now that it was in Bob’s hands, and the hikers were all awake. There was a glitter of light, as an electric torch was turned on, and Pon leaped out of the barn only in time. 
  He raced away in rain and darkness. 
  “What the dickens ?” exclaimed Harry Wharton. He ran towards Bob, the light in his hand. 
  “What the terrific dickcns !” gasped Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  Bob Cherry stared into the rainy night through the wide-open doorway. Pon & Co. had vanished. 
  “He’s gone !” gasped Bob. 
   “He—who!” 
  “Blessed if I know! Some tramp, I suppose. He woke me up jerking away my rucsack. I’ve got it back I He banged me with it—” 
  “More than one of them,” said Johnny Bull. He pointed to the muddy marks inside the barn. “Two or three of them. Look here !” 
  “Well, I gave one of them a swipe !” said Bob. “I suppose we ought to have fastened the door. I’ll fasten it now.” 
  “Nothing missing.” said Nugent. “Lucky the rotter woke you up, though. Some rascally tramp, I suppose.” 
  Bob Cherry shut the barn door and secured it.   Nothing was missing, and no damage done, save a bump on Bob’s head. 
  The damage, as a matter of fact, had been collected by the raider. Pon & Co. were not enjoying life, as they fled in the rainy night. They had  approached the barn with stealthy caution; but when they left, they left at a rapid run—which was injudicious in the dark and the rain. They bumped into hedges, and tipped into ditches, and found themselves in a wet and rainy field, having missed the track back to the village in the dark. Shadowy figures loomed round them, and there was the sound of a startled “moo.” 
  “Cows !” gasped Gadsby. “Oh crikey ! You fool, Pon! You silly idiot! Catch me playing this fool game again!  ” 
  “Oh shut up, you dummy!” snarled Pon.
 “We’ve barged into a cattle-shed or somethin’.” groaned Monson. “Oh, you silly owl, Pon!” 
  “Go and eat coke !” 
  Pon groped for his electric torch, and by its light, the hapless Highclifflans groped and squelched their way out of the field. It was a muddy, wet, untidy, and infuriated trio that got back into Little Puddleton at last, and got to the inn. And before Gadsby and Monson turned in, they spent a good ten minutes in telling their leader what they thought of him. 

            THE TWELFTH CHAPTER. 

                  The Cattle-Lifters! 

BOB CHERRY was the first up of the hikers in the barn. 
  The other fellows had returned to their blankets, and 
slept as soundly as if there had been no alarm; but there was a bump on Bob’s head, and it rather disturbed his slumbers. 
  At the first gleam of dawn he turned out of his blankets, while the other fellows were still fast asleep. 
  The rain had ceased to pour, but it was still coming down lightly. Bob opened the door of the barn, and looked out into the glimmering sunrise. 
  The rim of the sun showed over the downs, and it was light; but the shadows were still thick. It was not the kind of dawn that a hiker likes to see— rain makes a lot of difference. On a fine morning, Bob, as he could not sleep would have enjoyed going for a ramble till his friends turned out; but in the dropping rain the prospect was not attractive. He stood in the doorway, rubbing the bump on his head, and looking out on a wet and dripping landscape. 
  Nobody was up at Waggs Farm. As on all farms, early hours were the rule; but it was still too early for even the farmer’s men to have awakened. Window and door at the farm were still shut. The whole place was silent, save for the trickling of rain. Not a soul was stirring, so far. 
  Bob as he rubbed his bruised head, wished fervently that he could have sighted the thief in the night who had given it to him.  It had not occurred to the hikers that their old enemies of Highcliffe were at Little Puddleton and Bob supposed that the visitor of the night was some tramp, looking for a chance to “pinch” something from the hiker’s camp. He could have found a little pleasant and agreeable exercise in punching that tramp, if he could have spotted him. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” murmured Bob suddenly. 
  His eyes fixed on an open shed across the field. A number of “beasts” were in that shed, sheltering from the rain. Round the corner of the shed a slinking figure appeared. 
  Round the other corner came another. Two men muffled up against the rain, had gone silently into the cattle-shed. Looking round, Bob had a glimpse of another man—a tall, thin man, with an overcoat collar turned up about his neck — standing under some trees at a little distance. The tall man was alternately glancing towards the cattle shed and the farmhouse, evidently on the watch. 
  Bob caught his breath. 
  He did not need telling that these men did not belong to the farm. They were not Mr. Waggs’ men, early at work. That was quite plain. Two muffled men had stolen stealthily among the cattle, and the tall man was obviously watching for an alarm. 
  “Thieves !” murmured Bob. 
  It seemed impossible to doubt it. There were three of them—and there had been three in the raid on the barn during the night, as the muddy track on the floor had shown. It seemed plain enough to Bob that it was the same gang. They had failed to “pinch” anything from the hikers, and now they were looking for something elsewhere. They did not, however, glance towards the barn, which looked as if they did not know that any one was there. Still, no doubt they fancied that the hikers were fast asleep, as all of them, excepting Bob, were, and as Bob would have been, but for the bump on his head. 
  Faint sounds of disturbed cattle floated across the field. From the open shed clumsy forms came lurching out—cows driven by the two muffled men who had gone in. The cows—the property of Mr. William Waggs—were driven out of the shed, almost in silence. Bob’s glance turned on the tall man again. 
He was looking towards the farmhouse obviously to make sure that nobody was stirring there yet; and Bob saw him wave his hand to the other two and point to the lane. They started driving the cows in that direction. At a distance, the tall man followed, looking back over has shoulder uneasily every other moment. 
  Bob could doubt no further. If the cattle were not being stolen, there was no explanation of what was going on— no explanation, at all events, that Bob Cherry could think of. And Bob was not likely to let it go on. 
That was impossible, especially after the kind hospitality of Mr. Waggs. The kind old farmer had given the hikers the shelter of his barn for nothing, he had stood them a gorgeous supper, and had asked them to breakfast at the farmhouse in the morning And he refused even to think of taking any payment, though, as the juniors knew well enough, he was in financial difficulties. A man who lived in fear of a bailiff’s visit might have been excused for inhospitality; but old Willyum had been hospitality itself. Bob was only too glad of a chance of doing something in the way of recompense. 
  He stepped back into the barn and hastily awakened the other fellows. 
  “Wake up!  Quick!  Buck up!” He shook them into wakefulness. “Get a move on, all of you!  Sharp !” 
  “What on earth’s the row?” yawned Nugent, rubbing his eyes. 
  “Those tramps—” 
  “Oh, my hat ! Have they come back?” exclaimed Wharton, jumping up. 
  “They’re stealing old Waggs’ cows !”gasped Bob. 
  “Wha-a-a-at ?”
  “I’ve just spotted them! For goodness’ sake be quick!  We can’t let the old man be robbed under our eyes, after his kindness.” 
  “I should jolly well say not !” 
  “The notfulness is terrific !” 
  “Oh gad !” gasped Lord Mauleverer.
  “I—I say, are you sure? Don’t let’s jump on the farmer’s men by mistake, old bean! ” 
  “Look for yourself !” snapped Bob. “Buck up !” 
  The Greyfriars hikers crowded to the barn doorway. The sun was higher now, glimmering through the drizzle of rain, and it was quite light. The two men, muffled in costs, were driving the cows down the track to the gate—in silence. The tall man behind was looking round anxiously at the farmhouse. The juniors could not see his face, which was hidden between a soft hat pulled down over his brows, and the coat-collar turned up round his neck. 
  But his actions left no possibility of doubt. Without speaking a word, hemade gestures to the cattle-drivers to hurry, all the time glancing back at the farmhouse, or staring across the fields with an anxious uneasiness that was not to be mistaken. 
  “Oh gad !” murmured Mauly. “That’s plain enough—but—who ever heard of cattle-lifting in England?” 
  “No mistake about it, anyhow !” said Johnny Bull. “We’re on this.” 
  “Yes, rather!” 
  “Three of them, and six of us!” said Bob. “They look pretty hefty fellows, but we can handle them. Two each, what? I’ll go for that tall sportsman, and you can lend a hand, Johnny! You other fellows after those thieves and mop them up.. 
  “What-ho!” 
  With a sudden rush, the Greyfriars hikers came out of the barn. 
  Wharton and Nugent, Hurree Singh and Mauleverer made a rush after the cattle-drivers. Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull ran at the tall man. 
  They saw him give a startled jump as be spotted them. But he had time for only one jump. They had hold of him the next moment, and, powerful man as he was, he went down with a crash in their grasp. 
  He gave an angry bellow as his face went with a splash into a ram puddle. Bob Cherry had a knee in the small of his back the next moment. Now that the big man was down, it was only judicious to keep him there! He was altogether too hefty to be allowed to get on his feet again. 
  “Pin him !” gasped Bob. 
  “Urrrrrrgggh !” came a spluttering roar from the face in the puddle. “Wurrgh !”
  The tall man struggled frantically. 
  He got his features, dripping with mud, out of the puddle. But he could not get up or turn over and grapple. Bob’s knee ground into his back, and Johnny Bull grasped his neck with both hands, keeping him down. He struggled and heaved and spluttered in vain.  
  Holding him down, in spite of his strenuous resistance, the two juniors looked round. The other party had been equally victorious. 
  The two cattle-drivers had been taken quite by surprise like the big man. They had been watchful for an alarm from the farmhouse, but not from the barn. [image: image6.jpg]



Harry Wharton & Co. rushed them over, landed them on the ground, and sat on them. 
  The cows, no longer driven, blinked sedately at the struggling forms, walked round them, and took a leisurely way back to their shed. 
  “Urrrrrrggh!” came from the strug gling figure under Bob Cherry’s knee. 
  “Grrruuugh!”
  “Gurgle as much as you like, old bean !” chuckled Bob. “We’ve got you! You’ll go to prison for this, you villain!  Bang his head, Johnny, and keep him quiet !”
  Bang! 
  “Yoooooop !” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” roared Bob Cherry in a voice calculated not only to awaken Waggs’ farm but half Sussex as well. “Hallo, hallo, hallo! Wake up! Waggs!  Mr .Waggs! Thieves ! Wake up!” 
  From a cottage near the farmhouse, a man, half-dressed, came running out. It was Robinson, Mr. Waggs’ horseman. He caught up a pitchfork from somewhere and dashed on the scene. Then the farmhouse door was thrown open, and Mr. Willyum Waggs, also half-dressed, appeared in view. Mr. Waggs rubbed his eyes and stared at the startling scene in the rain and the rising sun. Then he yelled to the horseman. 
  “They’ve coom ! Got the coos away, Garge ! You know where!  I tell you, drive them coos !” 
  “Garge” Robinson at once changed his direction, and bolted off to the cattleshed. Immediately he began driving out the cows, and hurrying them away across the fields. There were lout grunts of protest from the plump animals, who evidently did not like being hurried. But they had to hurry, and “Garge” disappeared across the fields with them. 
  These proceedings made Bob Cherry wonder whether he was dreaming. 
  “It’s all right, Mr. Waggs !” he bawled. “The cows arc safe enough— we’ve got the thieves!” 
  “Bless my buttons !” ejaculated Mr. Waggs.   “You’ve got—what?” 
  ‘The thieves—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” roared Mr. Waggs unexpectedly. “Ha, ha, ha! Did you think they was thieves coom after my coos?” 
  Bob jumped. 
  “Eh? What? Yes! Of course! What—” 
  “Ha, ha. ha!” bellowed Mr. Waggs.
 “Look here, they were driving off your cows!” shouted Johnny Bull. “What the thump are you laughing at?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” Mr. Waggs almost wept. “They thought it was thieves alter my coos! Oh, dang my buttons I Ha, ha, ha !” 
  It was clear that there was a misapprehension somewhere, though the hikers could not begin to guess what it was. But Bob Cherry was suddenly enlightened by a rasping voice from under him. The tall man had got the mud out of his mouth at last, and was able to speak. 
  “You young villain. Gerroff ! I’ll have you locked up for interfering with an Officer of the court ! Gerroff !” 
  “Oh, my hat!” gasped Bob. 
  It was Mr. Hunker !

               THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER 
                         A Little Mistake! 

MR. HUNKER was released as if he had become red-hot! 
  He staggered to his feet. He dabbed mud from his 
face and gurgled. 
  Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull gazed at him, almost in horror. 
  They realised the truth now! It was not a gang of thieves who were driving off Mr. Waggs’ cows. It was the sheriff’s officer and his men seizing the goods under distraint !  They had handled, and baffled a sheriff’s officer in the execution of his painful duty— for which the penalties were unknown, but frightfully serious. 
  “Oh, my hat !” gasped Bob in utter dismay. 
  “Oh crumbs !” murmured Johnny Bull. 
  “Groooogh!” said Mr. Hunker. “Hoooh!  Young rascals! Whooogh !” 
  Mr. Waggs, evidently tickled by the mistake the hiker, had made, held his side, and bellowed. 
  “Ha, ha, ha! They thought you were a thief coom after my coos, Hunker? Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Well, what were we to think?” gasped Bob. “We saw them sneaking the cows away when nobody was up —” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” bellowed Willyum Waggs. 
  Three or four farmhands had turned out, and arrived on the spot at a run. The two men collared by Harry Wharton & Co., being released did not stay to argue the matter. They bounded away to the gate, jumped over it, and ran as if for their lives. Then the dismayed hikers joined the group round Mr. Hunker, who was dabbing and gouging mud from his face. 
  “It—it—it’s that man Hunker !” said Nugent blankly. 
  “The Hunkerfulness is terrific !” 
  “Oh gad!” murmured Lord Mauleverer. “We’ve rather put our foot in it, you men! Hikers ain’t really allowed to rag sheriff’s officers.” 
  “Oh crumbs !” 
  The juniors remembered the remark they had heard Mr. Hunker make to Mr. Jonas the previous day. He had told the auctioneer that he was not going to let Mr. Waggs know when he was coming next. Evidently he had been using strategy. According to the law, goods could not be seized between sunset and sunrise. Mr. Hunker had left it till after sunrise—but not very long after! 
  Probably, tough customer as he looked, he disliked the unpleasant duty he had to perform, and wanted to put it through, if he could, without scenes of violence, which must have bad serious consequences for Mr. Wagg and his loyal but somewhat unreflecting friends. But for the hikers there was no doubt that he would have succeeded.
  The Greyfriars fellows could not exactly feel sorry that they had saved Mr. Waggs’ cows for him. But they realised that the matter was serious when the men they had collared were not, after all, thieving tramps, but acting under instructions from the court. Still, they could hardly blame themselves for such a mistake. 
  “You young rascals !” said Hunker. “Laying hands on an officer of the law!  Grooogh !” 
  “Well, we never knew you, old bean.” said Bob.   “What the dickens were we to think when we saw you sneaking the cows away? Of course, we thought they were being stolen.” 
  “You young idiot!”
  “Ha ha, ha!” bellowed Mr. Waggs. “Take it smiling, Hunker! The young gentlemen never knew who you was They thought you’d coom to steal the coca I Ha, ha, hal” 
A faint grin dawned on Mr. Hunker’s iron face. 
“Young lunatics!” be grunted. 
He gave his muddy eyes a last rub and stared round. His men had vanished, with two or three farm-hands after them. The cows were disappearing across the fields, to take refuge once more in the three-acre field on Smithson’s land. Mr. Hunker had failed in his enterprise; the tithe sale was as far off as ever. He gave the hikers a rather grim look. 
  Then he strode away to the gate and departed. 
  Mr. Waggs chuckled. 
  “Young gents,” he said, “it’s loocky for me you camped in my barn last night. They’d have had the coos. Don’t you worrit about Hunker; his bark’s worse than his bite. He’ll be laughing over this presently.” 
  Which was rather comforting to the Greyfriars hikers, in the peculiar circumstances. 
  They went back to the barn, leaving Mr Waggs still gurgling with mingled merriment and satisfaction. His “coos” had had a narrow escape, and he owed their preservation to the hikers; though how long Willyum fancied that he could keep up this game was rather a mystery to the Greyfriars fellows. They concluded that Mr, Hunker’s bark must be very much worse than his bite, for undoubtedly he could have made things very warm for Willyum. 
  “Well, I can’t say I’m sorry we’ve saved the jolly old cows,” remarked Bob Cherry. ‘I thought it was the same gang that barged in here last night. Couldn’t have been, of course—” 
  “Ha, ha! Not likely!” chuckled Johnny Bull. 
That was quite clear now. The fellows who had nearly got away with Bob Cherry’s rucsack in the night obviously were not Mr. Hunker and his men. 
  “But this sort of thing can’t go on.” said Lord Mauleverer. “Whether the law’s right or wrong, it’s too strong for jolly old Willyum. They’ll get his cows off him sooner or later. ” 
  “Poor old Willyum !” said Bob. 
  “I say, you fellows—” Billy Bunter sat up and blinked. “What are you turning out so early for! I’m not getting up yet, I can tell you.” 
  “Stay where you are, old fat bean!” 
  “I’m jolly welt going to—” 
  “You won’t mind missing brekker ? ” 
  “What?” Bunter jumped up. “1 didn’t know it was breakfast-time! I say, where’s my boots! I say, where’s my shirt? I say—”
  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  It was still very early, but the hikers, being up, did nct think of returning to their blankets. The rain had almost ceased; and, having finished dressing 
they went out for a stroll before breakfast. Billy Bunter dressed in hot haste, without wasting valuable time on washing, and rushed after them. 
  “I say, you fellows !” bawled Bunter, blinking round for the hikers. “I say, is brekker ready ?”
   “Not till seven !” called back Bob Cherry. 
  “Why, you—you—you beast! It s hardly six yet!” yelled Bunter. “You’ve made me get up for nothing! You— you—you beast !” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  “Rotters !” howled Bunter, and he rolled back into the barn to his blankets. 
  Not in the least dismayed by the loss of his society, Harry Wharton & Co. strolled round the farm. After the rain came a bright and sunny morning, and the promise of a fine day for hiking. Having time on their hands till breakfast the hikers walked across the fields to the haystack where Billy Bunter had rested the previous day to look for the packs that the fat Owl had left there. They found them in the hay and sorted them out, and walked back to Waggs’ Farm with them. 
  Billy Bunter was snoring in the barn when they returned with the packs. He ceased to snore as Bob Cherry dropped the folded tent on him. His snore stopped quite suddenly. 
  “Whoo-hooop !”d to roared B u n t e r. “Wharrer you up to? What—” 
  “We’ve fetched in the packs for you, old fat bean.” said Bob. 
  “Beast !” roared Bunter. 
“That’s how Bunter thanks a chap !”

 remarked Bob. “Drop the other lot on him, Johnny!” 
  Thud! 
  “Yaroooooop !” 
  The Famous Five walked over to the farmhouse for breakfast. Lord Mauleverer had a thoughtful expression on his face, which remained there during breakfast. Billy Bunter rolled in late; but he very soon made up for lost time. The hospitable board was well spread, and Bunter did has best to clear it. Mr. Waggs was in great spirits that morning, still chuckling over the great joke of the Chupham bailiff having been mistaken for a cow-stealer. Mrs. Waggs though kind and hospitable, still had that slightly worried look that the hikers had noticed the evening before, and of which they easily guessed the cause. 
  “Penny for ‘em, Mauly !” said Bob, when the hikers walked back to the barn, after breakfast, to pack up for the march. Lord Mauleverer’s a noble face was still deeply thoughtful. 
  “Eh! I was thinkin’,” said Mauly. “I wonder—” 
  “You wonder what?” 
  “Oh, nothin’ !” 
  “That fat idiot Bunter is still grubbing!” growled Johnny Bull. “If he’s not ready when we start, he can jolly well stay behind !” 
  “Yes, rather I” 
  “What’s worrying you, Mauly?  ” asked Harry Wharton. 
  “I was wonderin’ if a fellow could barge in !“ said Lord Mauleverer thoughtfully. 
  “How—when—and where?” asked Wharton, perplexed. 
  “Oh, nothin’ !” 
  “Fathead !” 
“What I mean is, would it be rather a cheek ?“ 
“Would what ? ” 
“Oh, nothin’ ! Let’s get goin’,” said his lordship. “Mr. Waggs is a jolly old fellow, you men, but he’s just a little bit of an ass ! He can’t keep this game up for ever; they’ll snaffle his cows sooner or later. On the other hand, how can he pay tithes if he doesn’t make the money out of his farm? Bit of a problem, what ?” 
  “Horrid !” said Bob. “Is that what’s worrying you?” 
  “Yaas.” 
  “Trying to think of an answer to that one?” asked Nugent. 
  “Yaas.” 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  “Oh, here you are, you fat villain ! Ready ? ” 
  “No !” said Bunter. “I’m not ready ! You know jolly well that I like a rest after a meal. I’m going to get some apples, too. Old Waggs says we can take some apples if we and as he’s not going to charge anything, I think we’d better all take as many as we can carry, and— Whoooop !” 
  Bunter sat down suddenly, with assistance. He sat and roared. Having finished packing, the hikers took a grateful farewell of the hospitable Waggs and started up the track to the village. Billy Bunter, having recovered his breath, rolled out of the barn and blinked after them. 
  “I say, you fellows,” he roared, “wait for me! I’n going to get some apples !” 
  Apparently deaf, the hikers hiked on to Little Puddleton, Billy Bunter blinked after them and hesitated. But the lure of the apples was too strong; he rolled away for apples, and the hikers walked into Little Puddleton without Bunter. 

           THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER. 


                 Mauly Is Mysterious! 

LORD MAULEVERER stopped at the Barley Mow. 
  “Hold on, you fellows. ” he said. 
  “Going to rest already?” asked Johnny Bull sarcastically. “We’ve done about three hundred yards.” 
  His lordship grinned. 
  “No; I just want to speak to the waiter. I won’t keep you a few minutes.” 
  And Mauly went into the Barley Mow. The hikers waited, 
.  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” murmured Bob Cherry, as a man in a peaked cap came sauntering round the building. “Know that merchant ?” 
  It was Jervis, Ponsonby’s chauffeur. As he saw them the man turned, and walked back to the outbuildings behind the inn. But they had recognised him, and could guess that the green Austin was there, and that Pon & Co. were at the inn. 
  “Those Highcliffe cads here !”” said Johnny Bull.   “We can guess now who it was barged into the barn last night.” 
  “Pon, of course !” exclaimed Wharton. 
  “After my jolly old Holiday Annual,” grinned Bob.    “What about rooting them out, and giving them a whopping before we start ?“ 
  “Not up yet, I expect.” said Harry. “Anyhow, let them rip. Here’s Mauly.” 
  Old Anthony came to the inn door with Mauleverer. 
  “The red-tiled house, next to the corn chandler’s, in the High Street,” he was saying. “ You can’t mistake it, sir.  It’s jest opposite the noo tin church. Not the old church that’s down Wheat Lane over by Johnson’s Corner— the noo tin one  —”
  “Thanks!  ” said Lord Mauleverer; and he slipped something into the old gentleman’s hand and rejoined the Famous Five. “Come on, you men!” 
  Somewhat puzzled, the bikers walked down the village street with Mauly. Harry Wharton looked back two or three times, but there was no sign of Bunter. That fat and fatuous youth, evidently was busy with Mr. Waggs’ ripe apples, and he was not likely to leave them till he had packed away all that his extensive circumference could encircle. 
  “That fat chump’s not coming,” said Harry. 
  “Bother him!  ” growled Johnny Bull. “He knows we’re making for Greenfield this morning, and he can follow on if he likes. Are we goin to hang about while he scoffs Waggs’ apples?’ 
  “No fear !” said Bob Cherry emphatically. 
  And the hikers hiked out of Little Puddleton. 
 “May as well go round by Chupham.” said Lord Mauleverer. 
  “That’s rather out of the way, old chap.” 
  “Interestin’ old place.” said Lord Mauleverer. “That man Hunker lives at Chupham.” 
  “Well, we don’t want to see Hunker, do we?” demanded Bob. “The less we see of Hunker the better, I think, after the way we handled him.” 
  “Oh, I dare say he’s not a bad chap!  ” said Lord Mauleverer easily. “There’s a new tin church at Chupham, too, as well as an old one down Wheat Lane by Johnson’s Corner. Might as well see the sights.” 
  “Look here, you ass!  What are you getting at?” 
  “Chupham.” said Lord Maulevorer. 
  Considerably puzzled, but willing to give his lordship his head, the hikers took the road for the town of Chupham. Mauly, as a rule, fell in with other fellows’ suggestions, and seldom made one of his own. Now, however, he seemed keen on passing through the country town of Chupham, which lay a couple of miles out of the route. However, the hikers had plenty of time on their hands, and they walked along in the fresh morning sunshine to Chupham. 
In the High Street of that town Lord Mauleverer looked this way and that way, and finally stopped before a red-tiled house, which was next to a corn chandler’s, and opposite a tin church. 
  “This is the place” he remarked. 
  More and more mystified the hikers looked at the red-tiled house, and looked at Mauleverer. It was the place they had heard the old waiter at the Barley Mow describe to his lordship. But what Mauly wanted there was a mystery to them. 
  “You men walk round and see the sights for a few minutes.” said Lord Mauleverer. “I’m goin’ in here.” 
  “Do you know somebody in Chupham, then ?” asked Harry. 
  “Eh? No.” 
  “You’re going to call on somebody you don’t know?” ejaculated Nugent. 
  “Off your rocker?  ” inquired Johnny Bull. 
  “Yaas—I mean, no! It’s all right. You fellows walk down Johnson’s Lane to Wheat Corner—I mean, down Wheat Lane to Johnson’s Corner, and look at the new church—I mean the old church. Frightfully interestin’, I’m sure. You can tell me about it afterwards.” 
  “Well, my hat!”  said Bob. 
  Leaving the hikers staring, Lord Mauleverer went in at a gate, up a garden path, and knocked at the door of the red-tiled house. He was admitted, and the door closed after him. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. looked at one another. 
  “What on earth is this game ?” asked Bob Cherry. 
  “Goodness knows !“ 
  The hikers did not walk down Wheat Lane to see the old church at Johnson’s Corner. Puzzled and mystified, they waited by the railings of the red-tiled house garden. They had waited about ten minutes, when the door opened, and Lord Mauleverer came out, and glanced round. He came quickly down the garden path to the waiting hikers. 
  “Oh, here you are!  ” he exclaimed. “ Thank goodness you didn’t go wandering Lend me ten bob.” 
  “Oh crikey ! What the thump do you want ten bob for  —”  
  “Because I’ve only got twenty-five pounds five shillings.” 
“ You—you—you want ten bob, because you’ve only got twenty-five pounds five shillings!  ” gasped Bob Cherry. 
  “Yaas.” 
  “Mad ?” hooted Johnny Bull. 
  “You see, it’s twenty-five pounds fifteen shillings.” explained Mauleverer. 
  “ What is?” shrieked Bob. 
  “Oh, nothin’!  Lend me a ten-bob note.” said Mauly. 
  In an almost dazed state of astonishment, Harry Wharton handed a ten-shilling note to his lordship, and Mauleverer went back into the red-tiled house. In silence the mystified bikers waited for him to reappear. When the front door opened again and his lordship came out, a man was with him, whose iron face was relaxed in an amused grin. 
  “Hunker ! ”  gasped Bob. 
  Evidently it was Mr. Hunker, the bailiff, on whom Lord Mauleverer had called. 
  His lordship came down the path, and rejoined the hikers. Mr. Hunker, still with that grin on his face, closed the door after him. 
  “Now let’s get goin’.” said Lord Mauleverer briskly. “We’ve got to get as far as Greenfield before we camp, you know. Come on !” 
  The hikers walked out of Chupham. They were still in a state of great astonishment, puzzled to account for the mysterious proceedings of Lord Mauleverer. However, the matter was dismissed from mind as they rambled by sunny roads and shady lanes by bridlepath and footpath, striking across country, to arrive at Greenfield. 
  It was nearly noon when they sighted that village, and camped on an open common for lunch. If Billy Bunter was following on, they saw nothing of him; but if he came he could not fail to spot their camp. And if he did not come, they were prepared to bear the loss of his company with fortitude. A long morning’s march in the keen country air had made them hungry, and they devoted their attention to getting lunch. 

           THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER.

                    Pulling Pon’s Leg !

BILLY BUNTER gave a little jump. 
The fat junior was seated on a bench under the beech-tree outside the Barley Mow in Little Puddleton. It was the sound of a familiar voice that made him jump—the voice of Cecil Ponsonby of the Fourth Form at Highcliffe. 
  Bunter had been sitting on that bench quite a long time. 
  He had stayed in the apple-loft at Waggs’ Farm, cramming rich, ripe apples till he could cram no more. Then, with a rather uncomfortable feeling under his well filled belt, he had rolled on to the village after the hikers. Perhaps he hoped to find them waiting for him there. As he was more than an hour behind them, it was not really likely. 
  He sat down on the bench to rest and consider the matter. There was an eight-mile trek planned for that morning, and never had Billy Bunter felt less disposed for an eight-mile trek. How many apples he had packed away he could hardly have counted; but the number was large, and Bunter, like the young lady at the tea-party, was swelling visibly. 
  He had to get on to Greenfield somehow, or lose the hikers. But the more he thought of hiking it, the less he liked the idea. How to get a lift, without paying for it, was rather a problem. And Bunter was still sitting under the beech, wrestling with that problem, when Pon & Co. came out of the inn. 
  Pon & Co. had not risen early. Their wild adventures over night had rather tired them, and they had not turned out till ten o’clock. After that they had breakfasted in the Barley Mow, and it was past eleven when they strolled out of the inn to smoke cigarettes after brekker, which was one of the little ways they had. They did not observe the fat junior on the bench under the beech-tree, for the moment, as they strolled out. Ponsonby stood looking up and down the sunny village street. 
  “Those cads will be gone long ago.” he remarked. “Not much good lookin’ for them in the barn again.” 
  “Catch me lookin’ for them in the barn again!  ” growled Gadsby. “I’ve had enough of that.” 
  “And some over !” grunted Monson. 
  Billy Bunter blinked round him through his big spectacles. The three Highcliffians were standing quite near him, but not looking in his direction. Bunter eyed them very uneasily. There was a very considerable probability of a ragging, if the three caught one of the Greyfriars fellows on his own. Billy Bunter rather wished that he had got off with the hikers. 
  “We came jolly near snaffling that Holiday Annual last night !” growled Ponsonby. “ I had that brute Cherry’s rucsack in my hands, and I should have got away with it, if you hadn’t barged in my way, and tripped me, Gaddy, you ass!  ”  
  “You barged into me, you mean! ” grunted Gaddy. 
  “Oh, rats ! Anyhow, the rotter got it back—and I know that book was in it; I could feel it there. I wonder if we could find out which way the cads have gone.” 
  “ We will have earned that fifty pounds reward by the time we finger it!” remarked Monson. 
  Fifty pounds isn’t picked up ever day,” said Ponsonby, “ and I tell you I know that the clue is in that Holiday Annual. It’s not only that, either—but I’m goin’ to beat those Greyfriars cads to it! You can bet they’ll be rootin’ through the book, lookin’for the clue; and if they find it they’ll snoop the reward. I’m not havin’ that, I can tell you. We’ve got to get on their track, and try again. One swallow doesn’t make a summer—we shall have better luck next time.” 
  “Couldn’t have worse!” grunted Gaddy. 
  Billy Bunter grinned. An idea was working in his fat mind. 
  “I say, you fellows!” he squeaked. 
  Pon & Co. started, and spun round. They glared at the fat junior on the bench, under the beech-tree. 
  “One of those cads !”  said Monson. 
  “Bunter !”  exclaimed Gadsby. 
  Pon gave a quick and rather uneasy glance round, expecting to see the other hikers in the offing. To his relief, there was no sign of them. He came towards Bunter, with a gleam in his eyes. If the fat junior was alone Pon was the fellow to give him what he would have liked to give to the others. Bunter blinked at him. 
  “Where are the other cads?” asked Ponsonby politely. 
  “Oh really, Pon!”  
  “Left you behind, what?” asked Ponsonby. 
  He made a sign to his comrades, and they came nearer to Bunter. 
  “Oh, no—I stayed. behind to speak to you chaps.” said Bunter breezily—which was hardly in accordance with the truth, as Bunter had not known till five minutes ago that Pon & Co. were in Little Puddleton at all. “I fancy I can help you.” 
  “That Holiday Annual, you know.” said Bunter. “1 jolly well know why you’re after it! There’s fifty pounds reward out for the man who finds the stuff! I know all about it. Well, what about a fiver for me?” 
  “A—a---fiver for you?” repeated Ponsonby, staring. 
  “That’s not much out of fifty, if you snoop the fifty !”  argued Bunter. “If you don’t, I don’t get anything ! If you do, you stand me a fiver for my whack! See? I know where to get hold of the Annual.” 
  “Oh !”  ejaculated Ponsonby. He caught on now. He gave Gadsby and Monson a quick glance. 
  “I don’t see leaving that book lying around in a rucsack, if a fellow can make fifty pounds by squinting at it !”  argued Bunter. “What about it?” 
  “By gum!” murmured Gadsby. “That’s all right, Pon” 
  “Right as rain !”  said Ponsonby. 
  His manner to Bunter was geniality itself now, and certainly did not indicate that, a minute ago, he had been thinking of ragging the fat Owl. If Bunter was willing to get hold of that Holiday Annual for him, all was plain sailing. Obviously, Bunter could do it easily enough, if he liked, as a member of the hiking party. 
  “Good egg!” said Monson. 
  “I say, you fellows, I don’t see any harm in the idea !” said Bunter, blinking at them. “What do you think?” 
  “None at all.” said Ponsonby. “You can bank on that fiver, Bunter, if we snaffle the reward, of course. Where are the cads—ahem !—I mean, where are the hikers now?” 
  “Gone on to Greenfield.” answered Bunter. “They’re camping there for lunch. If you like to give me a lift in the car we can catch them up before they move on again.” 
  “Done !” said Ponsonby, at once. “We’ll drop you there, and wait for you to come along with the book, Bunter.” 
“That’s the idea,” assented Bunter, rising from the bench. 
  Ponsonby called to Jervis, and the chauffeur brought round the green Austin. The three Highcliffians sat in it and room was made for the fat Owl of the Remove. 
Pon & Co. grinned with satisfaction as the car shot away on the road to Greenfield. With Bunter’s assistance, all the difficulties of their enterprise faded away ; the Holiday Annual was as good as in their hands. 
  Bunter also grinned with satisfaction. He was getting the lift he wanted, to Greenfield. Pon had not got the Holiday Annual yet!  It was, perhaps, doubtful whether he would get it. But Bunter was getting his lift : On that point, at least, there was no doubt! 
  The car slowed as it drew nearer to Greenfield, the Highcliffe fellows keeping a keen eye open for the Greyfriars hikers. 
  “There they are !”  said Gadsby suddenly. 
  On the green common, near the village, the camp was sighted. Bob Cherry could be seen, carrying a bucket of water from the village pump. Frank Nugent and Lord Mauleverer were coming into camp with groceries from the village shop. Johnny Bull was putting oil from a can into the cooking- stove. Harry Wharton was scraping potatoes. Hurree Sangh was shelling peas. All the hikers were happily occupied getting lunch. The car stopped at a little distance, Pon & Co. watching the hikers curiously. They stopped behind a clump of trees on the roadside, to screen the car from the view of the hikers in the camp. 
  Billy Bunter rolled out of the green Austin. 
  “We’ll wait here,” said Ponsonby. 
  “Right-ho !”  agreed Bunter. 
  He blinked at Pon & Co. through his big spectacles. Then he blinked through the trees at the hikers’ camp. It was about a hundred yards away. He seemed to hesitate. 
  “I—I say, you fellows —”  he began. 
  “Better get off.” said Ponsonby. “Don’t let them know we gave you a lift, or they may smell a rat. You’ll have to be a bit careful, Bunter.” 
  “That’s all right,” said Bunter. “You fellows wait here!  Of course, I shall have to ask Bob—” 
  “What?” 
  “It’s his Annual, you know.” said Bunter, blinking at Ponsonby. “I shall have to ask him to let me have it.” 
  “Wha-a-a-t?” 
  “If he agrees, all right,” said Bunter. “If not, it’s all off, of course. You understand that?” 
  Pon & Co. gazed at Bunter. They knew exactly how much Bob Cherry was likely to agree to the Holiday Annual being handed over to the enemy! 
  “I hope,” said Bunter, with dignity, that you weren’t thinking that I should pinch the book ! I could hardly do anything of that kind, of course. I’ll ask Bob, and if he agrees—” 
  “You—you—you—” gurgled Ponsonby. “You—you’ve been spoofing us to get a lift in our car—you—you——” 
  Pon grabbed at the door to reopen it. Bunter did not wait for him to get out. 
  Bunter flew. 
  He whisked through the trees and dashed away across the common towards the camp at top speed. 
  “After him !” shrieked Ponsonby. 
  Pon & Co. leaped from the car. They dashed through the trees after Bunter. Their faces were crimson with rage. 
  “I say, you fellows !” yelled Bunter. “Help! Rescue ! Highcliffe cads ! I say—rescue! I say, you fellows !”
  Bunter fairly flew as he yelled. All the hikers stared towards him. For a moment they did not understand the cause of Bunter’s frantic haste. Then, as the three Highcliffians came bursting into view in fierce pursuit, they understood. Instantly camping operations were suspended, and the bikers rushed to the rescue. 
  Bunter had little chance in a foot race with Pon & Co. Had he had to cover the whole distance to the camp, certainly they would have overtaken him, and he would have paid dearly for that lift in the green Austin. But he did not have to cover half the distance. Harry Wharton & Co., running as if on the cinder-path, met him more than half-way. 
  “Hold on !” gasped Gadsby. “We don’t want a scrap with that mob—” 
  “I jolly well don’t !” panted Monson. 
  They halted. But Ponsonby, in a frantic state of rage, rushed on. He was almost upon Bunter when Bob Cherry passed the fleeing fat junior and interposed. Bob still had the bucket of water in his hand, though he had spilled some as he ran up. Now he spilled the rest— with one fell swoop—over Ponsonby. 
  Swoooosh ! Splash! 
  “Groooooogh !” gurgled Ponsonby. 
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“I say, you fellows, keep them off !” yelled Bunter. “I say—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  Pon & Co. did not need keeping off! Gadsby and Monsion were already running back to the car. Ponsonby staggered and spluttered, drenched with water from head to foot, 
  “Haven’t any more water, old bean !”said Bob. “But you can have the bucket !” 
  Pon, apparently, did not want the bucket!  At all events, he did not wait for it! Spluttermg and gurgling, be turned and ran after his comrades. A minute later the three Highcliffians were packed in the green Austin and the car was shooting away up the road. 

                     THE SIXTEENTH CHAPTER. 


                         Another Lift for Bunter! 

BILLY BUNTER was in time for lunch ! 
  So that was all that! 
  That being all right, everything was all right! 
  Bunter enjoyed his lunch! Life, once more, was worth living. After lunch he disappeared. 
  Near the sea and He was in need of a rest. He was not seen while the washing-up and the packing-up went on. 
  Not till the hikers were ready to start again did Billy Bunter appear in the offing. Even then he was not keen on marching. But he had to march or stay behind; so he made up his fat mind to it, and marched. 
  For half a mile Bunter hiked in silence. Then he spoke. 
  “I say, you fellows I” 
  “Save your breath for walking, old fat bean !” said Bob Cherry. 
  “Best walker here, and chance it !” said Bunter. “I say, you fellows, ‘tain’t fair for you to carry all the packs !” 
  “I’ll take the tent—” 
  “What?” 
  “And the cooking outfit, too. The weight’s nothing to me, you know—I’m not feeble, like you chaps.” 
  The hikers gazed at Bunter. 
  He blinked at them. 
  “I mean it,” he said, “Hand them over.” 
  “Well, my only hat !” said Harry Wharton. “Is he really idiot enough to think that he can play the same trick on us twice !”
  “Oh, really, Wharton—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at! I hate seeing you fellows doubled up like that !” said Bunter. “Let me carry the lot !”
  “Ha, ha, ha !” yelled the hiker.. 
  Evidently the fat and fatuous Owl was scheming in the depths of hi fat and fatuous, brain to play the same game over again, to get possession of the baggage and disappear into some secluded corner for a rest! But the hikers were not likely to “fall” for that again ! 
  “We won’t give you the packs to carry, old funny bean !” chuckled Bob Cherry. “If you’re getting tired we’ll help you on the road. Pon seems to have given you one lift. I’ll give you another !” 
  “Eh? How can you give me a lift?” asked Bunter. 
  “Like this !“ 
  Bob’s foot shot out. 
  “Whoooooop !” roared Bunter. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Beast!” 
  Billy Bunter rolled on, without waiting for another lift. 

  And on the Little Puddleton front the tithe war was over! It was with great astonishment that Willyum Waggs learned that somebody—unknown—had barged into Mr. Hunker’s office at Chupham and paid the tithe. Willyum never knew who it was, but it was a great relief to Willyum. Nobody, now, would “coom” for his “coos”; and he was able to devote his undivided attention to his green peas! 
THE END. 
( 
Harry Wharton & Co. rushed at the cattle.drlvers, bowled them over, and then sat on them. “It’, all right, Mr. Waggs,” bawled Bob Cherry, “your cows are safe enough—and we’ve got the thieves.” “Ha, ha, ha I “ roared Mr. Waggs tinespeetedlg “Did you think they Was thieves coom after my coos? Ha, ha, ha 1” 
